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Of desert and watershed:

The rise of ecological consciousness

in Victoria, Australia

LIBBY ROBIN

Conservation is an overworked word. It has carried myriad meanings over
the years, from its beginnings as a technical term in water resource manage
ment to its present-day green flavour. Whether it has been used to describe
a utilitarian notion of wise use without waste or a green environmentalist
earth-centred management rationale, it has always carried positive overtones.
Diametrically opposed views have come forward under the banner of con
servation, if our past century's history is considered. Yet whatever the so
called conservationists have been saying has in some sense occupied the high
moral ground. Whether its virtue was progress through efficiency or eco
logical understanding of the earth its virtue was never in doubt. I

Because conservation is, by definition, virtuous work, its proponents feel
passionately about it. Conservation may be defined rationally, but the mo
tives for practising it are complex, moral and informed as much by cultural
values as by science. 2 However, there is and has always been a strong link
between conservation and science, and many conservation managers are
trained scientists. This paper explores some of the interrelationships between
science and cultural values which create tensions in conservation.

The focus of this paper is a major conservation dispute in the state of

I wish to acknowledge the assistance of all those who shared their memories of the Little
Desert dispute with me. The paper also benefited from those who read and commented help
fully on earlier drafts, including Malcolm Calder, Tom Grifliths, Rod Home and three anony
mous referees.

I For an account of the first conservationists in the United States see Samuel P. Hays,
Conservation and the gospel of efficiency, Cambridge, MA, 1959 (esp. p. 5)' The earliest use of
the term 'conservation' in Victoria was also by water resource managers. In 1881 the Water
Conservation Act was passed to establish irrigation trusts in rural Victoria. ]. E. Lovelock,
Gai<1.: A new look at life on earth, Oxford, 1979; also Edward Goldsmith, 'Gaia: Some impli
cations for theoretical ecology', The ecologist, (1988) 18 (2), pp. 64-74.

l Richard Mabey, in The common ground, London, 1980, argued that the nostalgic apprecia
tion of the countryside should be regarded as a valid factor in current conservation assessments.
He commented that a personal psychological need for pleasing landscapes and 'natural nooks'
should not be overlooked by planning authorities just because it is difficult to quantify.
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Victoria, Australia, which came to a head in 1969. The dispute concerned a
proposal for an agricultural settlement scheme in Victoria's Little Desert, an
area which had not been previously developed. The developers were op
posed by a broad cross section of the Victorian public, from those who saw
the area as ideal for a National Park, to those who were concerned only that
the agricultural scheme itself was not economically viable. The study has
benefited from the availability of oral sources. I have met with or inter
viewed formally over forty of the Little Desert protagonists. Most would
have described themselves as conservationists. Their ideas about conserva
tion were diverse but they were unanimous in the view that this dispute was
critical to conservation in Victoria. Their shared rhetoric reflected their
unanimity. The Little Desert affair was described as a 'watershed' by almost
every conservation activist, irrespective of age, political views or definition
of conservation) Oral sources have been balanced with a plethora of con
temporaneous documents, the most comprehensive of which was the tran
script of evidence given at a lengthy Parliamentary inquiry into the dispute.4

The Little Desert dispute was a major media event at the time. It was also
the catalyst for two important bureaucratic innovations for the state of
Victoria which are still important to conservation over two decades later.
The first was a private sector initiative: the formation of a new conservation
umbrella group, the Conservation Council of Victoria (CCV), which gave
diverse private conservation organizations an official voice with government.
The second was a government initiative: the establishment of a new statu
tory advisory body to government, the Land Conservation Council (LCC).
The LCC was established by act of Parliament to review the use of all public
(Crown) land in Victoria. Public land at this time (1970) constituted over a
third of the state (about 88,000 sq. km., more than the total area of Scot
land),5

) Oral source material for the project is based primarily on typescripts of taped interviews
undertaken by the author between 1989 and 1991. Copies of the typescripts are in the posses
sion of the author, the informant and the University of Melbourne (Botany School). The term
'watershed' occurs in many of the transcripts, and also occurred in informal discussion about
the Little Desert dispute. It was also used recently on ABC radio (interview by Doug Aiton,
3LO, 22.VIII.91) by the former state premier, Sir Rupert (Dick) Hamer, referring to 1970 as 'a
watershed in our culture'. He specifically mentioned a rising culture which valued the environ
ment and concern for quality of life. With the hindsight of 20 years, he saw these as replacing
an earlier culture which made heroes of the pioneers, those who 'battled the elements'.

4 Little Desert Settlement Committee, Report upon the proposal to open the Little Desert to
settlement (together with Appendices), Melbourne, 17 March 1970; Little Desert Settlement
Committee, 'Transcript of evidence', unpublished typescript available through the Clerk of
Legislative Council Papers, Spring Street, Melbourne.

5 Land Conservation Act (No. 8008) 24 November 1970; LCC Statewide assessment of
public land use, 1988, p. 8; The international geographic encyclopedia and atlas (area of Scotland
approx. 79,000 sq. km.).

Land management in Australia is controlled by state governments. Public or 'Crown' land is
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In 1969 the conservationists gloried not in their monuments to posterity,
the CCV and the LCC, but in a new-found political power. As Falk has
argued in a different context, the success of loosely linked local organiza
tions in opposing centralized government (or non-government) decisions
can stimulate further activity: confidence is gained from example.6 The con
servation victory was the unseating of the Minister for Lands, Sir William
McDonald, who was responsible for an agricultural development proposal
put forward for the Little Desert. The watershed concept was at the time
used metaphorically in its (American) sense of catchment zone. It was about
the confluence of ideas, ideas running as rivulets and streams from different
points toward the valley floor, the political arena, where their total volume
was sufficient to topple a cabinet minister and close friend of Sir Henry
Bolte, the Premier of Victoria (1955-1972). The watershed concept also has
appeal for those who come to the story over 20 years later, but in the sense
of a dividing line between metaphorical river systems: the Little Desert
dispute was the last great campaign of many of its protagonists. Soon after,
there was a divide in conservation thinking, a parting of the ways. The unity
of the 1960s, at its peak in the Little Desert dispute, was special but short
lived. New alliances and new enmities characterize the 1990S conservation
lobby. However, no politician doubts its power.

The Little Desert is situated in Victoria's Wimmera region (see Fig. 1). It
extends for about 120,000 hectares from the South Australian border east
wards toward the pastoral centre of Horsham. It is flat country interrupted
by distinctive parallel ridges believed to have resulted from the westerly
recession of the inland sea millions of years ago? The ridges provide low
vantage points from which to view the heathland vegetation which seems to
extend like a blue-green sea. Early travellers sometimes carried this meta
phor further, describing such country as 'Bay of Biscay' country, presum
ably a reference to the rough passage.s Soils in the Little Desert vary from
shallow sands in which ironstone pebbles have formed over a heavy clay
base, to deep sands which have been podzolized (leached of nutrients
through a process of stratification). As the dense, prickly heathland vegeta
tion suggests, the soils lack minerals critical to agriculture. It was probably

therefore the responsibility of the state, not the Commonwealth government. Similarly, re
sources such as forests, water, national parks, etc. are organized at a state level. Thus the
conservationists in this story focused their political activity on the Victorian, rather than the
Federal government.

6 ]im Falk, Global fission: The battle over nuclear power, Melbourne, 1982, p. 290.
7 Biological and geological details of the Little Desert are summarized in Peter Attiwill's

statement to the Little Desert Settlement Committee, 'Transcript of evidence', 26 November
1969, op. cit. (4), especially p. 72.

8 Tom Griffiths, ed., The life and adventures of Edward Snell, Sydney, 1988, entry for 24
February 18 j2, p. 276.
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FIG. I: Map showing the Little Desert and other relevant places. (Map by
Peter Sloan)

called a desert because of its lack of agricultural potential. Its desert sands
have been thickly vegetated for longer than European memory.

Between 1963 and early 1967, the Australian Mutual Provident (AMP)
Society considered subdivision in the Little Desert for agricultural develop
ment, but eventually abandoned the scheme for economic reasons.9 Within
months of the AMP's final decision, a new Minister of Lands, Sir William
McDonald, was appointed. He was already a knight because of his long
service to the Victorian Parliament as Speaker (since 1955). He was also a
farmer, with properties on both sides of the Victorian/South Australian
border, one of which abutted the Little Desert. Premier Bolte had wanted
'Jack' McDonald in cabinet, and gave him his choice of portfolios. Sir Wil
liam che-se the Lands portfolio because of the opportunity it offered for land
development, a cause dear to his heart (see Fig. 2).10

Less than two months after his appointment, McDonald addressed a public
meeting in Kaniva on the issue of developing the Little Desert, which was
south and south-east of that remote town.!! McDonald felt he knew the area

9 Little Desert Settlement Committee, Report, op. cit. (4) pp. 5-9.
10 Sir William McDonald, transcript of interview, 12.XI.90, p. 8.
11 Departmental report of public meeting at Kaniva on 28 June 1967, in LDSC, Report, op.

cit. (4), Appendix B, pp. 14-15.
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FIG. 2: Sir William McDonald (arm outstretched) extols the virtues of de
veloping the Little Desert to his parliamentary colleagues. (Photo
from the Melbourne Age)

well, as a local. He also knew the deep sands country to its west, at Bangham
on the other side of the South Australian border. The deep sands ofBangham
had been developed in the late I940S and I 950S through research into soil
nutrients and trace elements undertaken by CSIRO, the Waite Agricultural
Research Institute and the South Australian Department of Agriculture. The
South Australian experience testified that even deep sands could grow
lucerne, a recommended pasture crop, given enough agricultural lime and
superphosphate (see Fig. 3). Copper, zinc, molybdenum and cobalt also
needed to be added to ensure the health of stock. 12 The local people ofKaniva
were initially enthusiastic about the proposal, hoping that an influx of new
settlers might make it possible to maintain the local high school and other
amenities, which were threatened by the decreasing population of the area. [3

12 Newton S. Tiver (pastoral consultant) statement to the LDSC ('Evidence', op. cit. (4), pp.
60-70); R. J. Newman, 'Pasture Improvement in the Little Desert', Journal of agnculture,
January 1959, pp. 1-9·

IJ Evidence presented by Alan Judge Holt, Secretary of Lands, to the Little Desert Settle
ment Committee, Exhibit H, Approaches of municipalities (to the Department of Lands), and
p. 15. Written submission on 'Little Desert Development' from Kaniva Council, 5 pp. (type
script). (Holt's full submission (40 pp. and 11 Appendices) and the Kaniva Council's written
submission did not appear in the final transcripts referred to above (note 4). Copies of these
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FIG. 3: 'How much would it cost to land a farmer on that ... ?' Cartoon
by 'Jeff' from the Melbourne Sun, published 3I.VII.69, with the
Apollo mission to the moon fresh in the public mind. The figures
are the Victorian Premier, Sir Henry Bolte (seated) and the Minister
for Lands, Sir William McDonald.

In 1968, McDonald announced a Government-backed subdivision proposal
for areas in the Little Desert. 14

Plans for closer settlement and decentralization had been elements of
political platforms in Victoria for over a hundred years. The public had
clamoured in the 185 os for the land to be released for settlement, and the
Land Acts of the nineteenth century were the mechanism for unlocking land
from squatting pastoralists to settlers who would fill the country, and utilize
its potential. The popularity of the schemes grew out of the English concept
of the yeoman farmer, the small-time farmer who came to be regarded
nostalgically as the backbone of the old style rural tradition when the Indus
trial Revolution swept the country.15 William Lines has attributed the en
thusiasm for the schemes to the need to dominate nature, to fully occupy the
land. 16 In the early decades of the twentieth century, decentralization and

were, however, held in the private archive of Valerie Honey, an unaffiliated individual who
became sufficiently concerned about the Little Desert Scheme to attend all sessions of the
Parliamentary Committee's Inquiry.)

'4 LDSC Report, op. cit. (4), Appendices E and F, pp. 20-23.
Ij Tony Dingle, The Victorians: Settling, McMahons Point, NSW, 1984, p. 58.
16 William J. Lines, Taming the great south land, Sydney, 1991, p. 94.
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plans to fill the great outback gained in popularity as a defence measure
against 'threats from the north'.17

McDonald enthusiastically endorsed decentralization. He had no personal
sympathy with the view that land might have a value in an undeveloped
form:

I'm horrified at the attitude that is being adopted today [1990] to the
development ofland. How anybody in their senses could believe that the
development of land to carry more stock was wrong, is beyond my
comprehension ... If the people who founded Australia had adopted
that point of view, Australia would be a pretty miserable place today.
Most of it is due to development. In one way or another the outback has
been developed by putting more water points on it. The inside country
has been developed, originally by the use of phosphate, latterly by trace
elements. The AMP scheme in the desert in South Australia was ... the
result of phosphate and trace elements. 18

McDonald's philosophy echoed that of one colonial Victorian who wrote
' ... the man who furnishes his fellow beings with the staff of life increases
the real wealth and prosperity of his country'.19 In a recent paper focusing
on Victoria in the 18 50S (its first decade of separation from New South
Wales), David Goodman observes that the language of agrarianism had ap
peal to politically diverse positions. The conservative elements of the new
colony were keen to recreate the old English yeomanry in the new land,
whilst the radicals sought a rightful share of the land for all. These views
coincided in a major cry to 'unlock the land'.20 The Department of Crown
Lands and Survey was established in 1855 to do this. The 1860s marked its
development into an important aspect of government, with three major
Land Acts being passed in less than a decade.21 Like his predecessors in the
Lands department, McDonald saw land as there to be developed, not wasted.
The Little Desert was a last land frontier, for which there was at last the
knowledge and technology to improve for agricultural purposes. He ex
pected the Victorian people to be supportive of a new settlement opportu
nity, as they had traditionally been for over a century (see Fig. 4).22

17 Tom Grifl1ths, 'In search of classical soil: A bicentennial reflection' Victorian historical
journal, (November 1988) 59 (3-4), pp. 21-38. 18 McDonald op. cit. (8), p. 8.

19 Emphasis original. S. Wekey, Secretary to the Victorian Philosophical Institute, 1853,
quoted in David Goodman, 'Gold fields/golden fields: The language of agrarianism and the
Victorian gold rush', Australian historical studies, (1988) 23 (90), pp. 19-41,24.

20 Goodman, ibid., esp. pp. 36-8.
21 Peter Cabena, Heather McRae and Elizabeth Bladin, The lands manual, Melbourne, 1989

pp. 2-4; see also Ray Wright The bureaucrats' domain,' Space and the public interest in Victoria,
Melbourne, 1989, chs. 3-5.

12 Goodman argued that the Victorians were particularly susceptible to agrarian rhetoric,
contrasting them with New South Welshmen in this regard: 'Very few [185os] Victorians ...
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FIG. 4: Cartoon by 'Tanner' from the Melbourne Age, 9.IX.69. The
'Sheikh' is the Victorian Premier, Sir Henry Bolte.

Distinguished economists and agricultural scientists, including senior uni
versity academics and officials of the state Department of Agriculture, did
not share this view. They argued that the McDonald proposal for the Little
Desert was not economically viable. The agricultural climate of 1969 was not
unlike that of the early 1990S, with poor wool and wheat prices, and prob
lems of overproduction. The cost of improving such poor land was prohibi
tive, and the rainfall was lower than on the comparable country in South
Australia (see Fig. 5).23 It might have been expected that the opinions of so
many distinguished experts would stop the scheme. The Minister was, how
ever, a committed developer: 'We can't afford not to develop this land' was

were prepared to argue publicly that agriculture was simply one among many modes of land
use, to be judged only by its profitability.' op. cit. (19), p. 36.

'J LDSC, 'Evidence', op. cit. (4), included pastoral and agricultural consultants: Newton S.
Tiver (z6.xI.69), Christopher K. Shearer (16.XII.69) and William A. Beattie (I9.XI.69); senior
academics from the University of Melbourne: John S. Holden (3o.x.69), research fellow, Insti
tute for Applied Economic Research, Egon Donath (I9.XI.69), lecturer in economic geography,
and Alan G. Lloyd (z3.XII.69), professor of agricultural economics; and officers of the Depart
ment of Agriculture: Rex J. Newman (22.XII.69), agrostologist, and Desmond R. Meadley
(22.xIJ.69), agricultural economist. ABC 'Country Hour' programmes in mid-I968 also voiced
opposition to the scheme predominantly on economic grounds. Speakers included L10yd and
Holden, as well as Hugh Wynter, a farm management consultant from Nhill, Jack Valiance
from Pier Millan, Victoria's largest wheat producer, and emeritus Professor Sir Samuel
Wadham, formerly professor of agriculture at the University of Melbourne.
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FIG. 5: The border between South Australia (right) and Victoria, in the
Little Desert. The South Australian side of the border had been
developed in the 1940S and 1950S, and was well established. The
Victorian side carried sizeable yellow gums, which were regularly
used by apiarists for wintering bees. (Photograph taken in August
1969 by Peter Attiwill)

his line. 24 He was prepared to gamble that in the medium to long term, the
scheme would pay its way.

The arguments against the scheme on economic grounds could have
offered the area a temporary reprieve until there were changes in the eco
nomic situation. However, a significant group opposed the scheme abso
lutely. Conservation activists argued that the agricultural scheme would ruin
the opportunity for making a major National Park in the Little Desert,
preserving habitat for its many rare species, and providing a tourist attrac
tion for the area. Sir William McDonald had perhaps not expected a fight
about National Parks. He, like many locals, did not view the 'scrub' country
of the Little Desert as scenic. His idea of beauty was, in the words of one of
his critics, to convert the area into grass - as far as the eye could see. 2 5

National Parks had been a hot political issue of the 1950S. It was a Bolte
Liberal (conservative) Government which in 1956 had passed a National
Parks Act after strong campaigning by the Field Naturalists' Club ofVictoria

'4 Deparrmental report of public meeting at Kaniva, op. cit. (13), p. 14.
'5 W. G. D. Middleton, transcript of interview, 9.11.9°, p. 32.
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(FNCV), the newly established Victorian National Parks Association
(VNPA) and other groups, including the unlikely Australian Primary Pro
ducers' Union (APPU).26 Since the previous eight Victorian governments
(all between 1947, when the campaign had begun, and 1956) had failed to
agree on a National Parks Bill, the Bolte team felt they had reasonable
credentials in this area. Initially it was not clear whether the conservation
protest about the Little Desert in 1969 was, in political terms, electorally
representative, or if it was just a few keen birds-and-bugs fanatics.

By mid 1969 the Minister acknowledged that National Parks were sup
ported by a significant proportion of the electorate by declaring that a
National Park would be created in the eastern section of the Little Desert
(the part least suitable for agricultural purposes).27 This political solution
failed to satisfy the conservation movement. The eastern Little Desert was
not biologically representative of the whole area, they argued. No settlement
scheme should be contemplated in any part of the area until flora and fauna
surveys had been undertaken so that more would be known about what
would be 10st.28

The Minister was, however, determined to pursue some form of the Little
Desert agricultural settlement scheme and also a similar scheme near Port
land in south-west Victoria. He felt that he had made significant concessions
to the conservationists, scaling down his original plan for forty-four farms to
a mere twelve. However, he had underestimated the force which lay behind
the conservation protest. The Little Desert represented a last frontier.
McDonald wanted to tidy it up, to civilize it. The conservationists wanted it
as a monument to lost wilderness, an element of the past retained for the
future. 29

New attitudes to frontiers had developed in Australia, as they had over
seas. Frontiers, because of their increasing scarcity, required protection
rather than conquest. This dispute coincided approximately with the publi
cation in the United States of Roderick Nash's Wilderness and the American
mind.3° Australians, like Britons and Americans, had a tradition of nature

26 The campaign for national parks is well documented in early VNPA newsletters (1952
1956), and in the transcripts of Crosbie Morrison's radio broadcasts (Crosbie Morrison Ar
chive, Series 3, Australian Science Archives Project). See also the magazine Wild life and Libby
Robin, 'Visions of nature: Wild life, 1938-1954', Victorian naturalist, (1985) 102 (5), pp. 153
61. APPU involvement can be traced through the Archive of D. W. Goode (State Library of
Victoria).

27 National Parks Act (Amendment), No. 87928, 16 December 1969.
28 For example, Peter Attiwill (LDSC, 'Evidence', op. cit. (4) pp. 71-7).
29 It was not in fact pristine wilderness - it was crossed with tracks, some dating back to the

mid 19th century when the 'Gold Route' from Adelaide passed through the region. All parts of
the Little Desert had been grazed by pastoralists for over 100 years.

)0 Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American mind, 3rd edn, New Haven, 1982 (1st
edn 1967).
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writing which counterpointed Nature with the evils of civilizationY At the
end of the 1960s, after unprecedented boom times for materialist society, it
was understandable that some citizens would be seeking a sort of balance to
the excesses of consumerism. In times of extreme trouble, for example, the
Depression of 1929 and the wars (1914-18 and 1939-45), many Australians
had found solace in nature, and in writings about nature. Those who felt that
the new society cushioned people too much from the reality of life, who
perhaps could not believe that the good times would keep on happening,
were attracted to the solace of nature. Just as nature had provided a touch
stone before when the affairs of the world had become stressful, so it seemed
important again in the Brave New World of consumer society. The conser
vationists, many of them old enough to remember the Depression and the
exigencies of at least the Second World War, decided to make the Bolte
government aware that many voters were not concerned only with expand
ing a materialist society.

Melbourne-based conservationists affiliated themselves into a new group,
the Save Our Bushlands Action Committee (SOBAC). The affiliation repre
sented the united forces of eight metropolitan conservation groups, the
largest ofwhich were the Field Naturalists' Club ofVictoria (FNCV) (estab
lished 1880), the Natural Resources Conservation League (NRCL) (es
tablished 1944) and the Victorian National Parks Association (VNPA)
(established 1952))2 Local views had been expressed earlier in a document
prepared by the Wimmera Regional Committee, which had been addressing
the issues raised by the earlier AMP scheme for the Little Desert. Their
detailed recommendations about Nature Reserves were included in 1968 in
a major government report on the Little Desert, and were known to
SOBAC. 33 The metropolitan base was essential to the demonstration of the
extent of the opposition to the scheme. Only in a city as big as Melbourne
(over 2 million in 1969)34 could a major demonstration be organized. As in

JI Richard Mabey, 'Richard Jefferies', in In a green shade: Essays on landscape, 1970-1983,
London, 1983, pp. 133-149; Frederick Jackson Turner, 'The Significance of the Frontier' (Chi
cago, 1893) in Early writings ofFrederick ]ackson Turner, ed. E. E. Edwards, Madison, WI, 1938 ;
Tom Grifl1ths, '''The natural history of Melbourne" : The culture of nature writing in Victoria,
1880-1945', Australian historical studies, (1989) 23 (93), pp. 339-365; Robin, op. cit. (26).

J2 SOBAC membership is listed in Save our bushland, Melbourne, 1969. Gwynnyth Taylor,
who with her husband, Ron, had founded the group, commented that the active members of
SOBAC had been drawn together from people located relatively close to each other (mostly in
the eastern and outer-eastern suburbs of Melbourne), who were well known for their commit
ment to conservationist causes. (Transcript of interview with G.Taylor, 5.11.90)

JJ Wimmera Regional Committee, Need for reservations in desert settlement, Horsham,
1964; Land Utilization Advisory Council internal report on land use in the Little Desert, 14
March 1968.

34 At the 1966 census, Melbourne's population was 2,110,168 out of a total Victorian popu
lation of 3,219,526 (66%).
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the United States, it was the urban dwellers who felt most sharply the
deprivation of wild country,3j

The President of the NRCL, the retired Soil Conservation Authority
chairman George Thompson, chaired and convened SOBAC. The NRCL's
membership comprised municipal councils throughout the state, as well as
state government authorities, so the voice of the NRCL had a support base
in both rural and urban areas, and amongst public servants)6 Gwynnyth
Taylor, horticulturalist, field naturalist and President of the VNPA, and her
husband Ron, a city lawyer, were other driving forces behind SOBAC,
representing the clubs of amateur nature lovers. SOBAC organized two
major public meetings in Melbourne in August and October of 1969, each of
which was attended by over one thousand people. These meetings were
supported by a sympathetic coverage of conservation issues, both by jour
nalists and in letters to the editor in the three metropolitan daily newspa
pers,37

SOBAC also sponsored a deputation in September to the Premier of the
State, Sir Henry Bolte,38 Bolte apparently heard them out but took no action
to stop the scheme. Bolte believed and frequently said that ministers should
be allowed autonomy to make their own decisions. 'Why keep dogs and
bark yourself?', was his standard comment on the subject,39 Bolte was
personally sympathetic to the agricultural scheme, being a farmer himself.
He saw no conflict of interest between McDonald's two portfolios of Lands
and Conservation, though many conservationists did. Bolte was comfortable
with McDonald's decision to treat the Conservation portfolio as relating
exclusively to the practical farming aspects of soil conservation. This was
exactly the way he himself had been expected to treat it when he assumed
responsibility for the State's first Ministry for Conservation in 1950.40

By late 1969 the Little Desert development scheme had few supporters,

JS Nash, op. cit. (30), see graph and text p. 346; Samuel P. Hays, Beauty, health, and
permanence: Environmental politics in the United States, 1955-1985, Cambridge, 1987.

J6 Libby Robin, Building a forest conscience, Springvale, 1991.
J7 SOBAC, Save our bushland and Bushlands Magna Carta, 1969; WVCC Kentbruck

Heathland (December 1969) recorded the attendance at the 29 August 1969 meeting as I lOO and
the 26 October 1969 meeting as 1500.

J8 SOBAC Save our bushland, Melbourne, 1969, pp. 2j-Jl.
J9 W. A. Borthwick, transcript of interview, 8.VI.90, p. 12.
4° Bolte was chosen for the new Ministry of Conservation in 1950 because of his practical

farming experience. He always regarded the prime purpose of conservation to be the improve
ment of agricultural resources. In an article written for Victoria's resources in 1960, Bolte as
Premier and Minister for Conservation chose for his subject the conservation of grass, 'a vital
Natural Resource', urging that we should 'realise the value of grass ... a bounty of Nature
which we must cherish - or perish' Victoria's resources, (1960) 2 (3) , p. 5.

Graham Pizzey, a journalist and naturalist who accompanied Claude Austin on a 'Little
Desert briefing' requested by Bolte late in 1969, confirmed that this was still Bolte's notion of
conservation at that time (Pizzey, personal communication, 21.111.91).
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especially in the metropolitan media. The ABC radio Country hour pro
gramme had interviewed a number of experts at length about the scheme. All
had dismissed it as unworkable, mostly for economic reasons. The three
Melbourne daily newspapers, the Age, Herald and Sun, had all been inun
dated with letters to the editor about the proposed scheme, almost all of
which were opposed to development,41 Sir William McDonald had become
the source of cartoonists' satire, and was increasingly caricatured by strident
journalists as an 'enemy of conservation', concerned only with furthering
the prospects of wealthy farmers.4'

A Parliamentary inquiry was set up in October 1969 by the combined
Labor and Country Party opposition forces in the Legislative Council, the
Victorian Parliament's upper house, and this heard evidence stretching over
more than 250 pages of transcript. Some of the expert witnesses were the
same agricultural resource managers who had advised the Minister against
the scheme when it was first mooted. Bureaucrats frustrated because the
government was not taking their well considered advice, unofficially and
officially supplied much of the data presented both at the inquiry and in the
media. The staff of the Department of Agriculture were particularly active in
opposing the scheme, insofar as public service etiquette allowed. McDonald
actually would not speak to the Minister for Agriculture for some time
because of the 'leaks' in his department.43

Even before the report of the inquiry was published (in March 1970),
evidence and opinion mounted sufficiently for the Upper House to vote to
block funding to the scheme. The decision to block the relevant supply bill

4' The country newspapers such as the Kaniva Times, the Wimmera Mail-Times and the
Portland Observer (which was more concerned about the parallel agricultural settlement
scheme proposed for Kentbruck Heath near Portland), were much more supportive of settle
ment schemes than the Melbourne papers. The agricultural weekly Stock and land published an
article about the Nhill Chamber of Commerce supporting Sir William McDonald ('Locals want
Little Desert developed', 26.vI.69, p. 5) but soon after this the mood changed. Another weekly,
the Countryman, published an article 'Many people have doubts about the future of the Little
Desert', publicizing the views of the President of the Victorian branch of the Australian Insti
tute of Agricultural Science on 10.VII.69, and from then on even the country papers were
circumspect about the scheme, generally for economic rather than ecological reasons.

42 The Age conducted a particularly personal campaign directed at the Minister, and finished
up losing an expensive court case about an article (4.x.69) that alleged that the new develop
ments in the Little Desert were being pursued because of their likely benefit to the Minister's
brother-in-law 0. M. Powell, 'Action analysis of resource conflicts: The Little Desert dispute,
Victoria, 1963-1972', in J. M. Powell, ed., The making of rural Australia, Melbourne, 1974, pp.
161-78). The 'wealthy farmers' were those who could afford the capital to develop the proposed
farms, those for whom the tax concessions might make the farms economically viable. In
Melbourne these were referred to disparagingly as 'Collins Street farmers', Collins Street being
the business address of many professionals, especially doctors, dentists and lawyers. A charac
teristic of tax-farmers was that they were unlikely to be resident on the new farms, and
therefore that the scheme would do nothing to 'decentralize'.

43 Borthwick, op. cit. (39), pp. 12 and 30: Borthwick described it as 'bitter in Cabinet'.
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was taken in December 1969, the same week that a by-election in metropoli
tan Dandenong (a long way from the Little Desert, as one cartoonist pointed
out) yielded a negative result for the Bolte Liberal government.44 This led to
a halting of the Little Desert development, but only temporarily.

Sir Henry Bolte was old-fashioned in many ways, but he was politically
astute enough to sniff the winds of change. It seemed that it was the new
conservation vote that had decided the Dandenong by-election result unfa
vourably for him. So he 'discovered' a more electorally appealing type of
conservation, just in time for the general election the following May. The
post-election Minister for Lands, Bill Borthwick, recalled it thus:

The Little Desert was a turning point ... it caught Bolte - Bolte came
to me for the 1970 policy speech and got me to write a segment on
conservation - never been in a policy speech before. He knew it was
time - Bolte was a great politician - he knew that things and attitudes
had changed. I wrote the conservation issues ... I took [the section] to

[Dick] Hamer [who succeeded Bolte as Premier of Victoria in 1972]
because I got it down to seven pages and I knew it should be seven
paragraphs and Dick blue pencilled it for me.45

The departure by Bolte from earlier policy did not go unremarked.
Borthwick went on to recall wryly the comments of the press in an Ararat
pub after the speech:

We walked in on the press, and they were saying 'Who wrote Bolte's
speech? - He's saying things he doesn't understand'.46

Borthwick and Hamer had Bolte promising that land management deci
sions would be taken in a new way which involved more public consultation
via a 'Land Resources Council'. He also specifically promised that at least
5% of the State would be reserved for National Parks, Wildlife Reserves
and Forest Parks.47 This was not difficult, given that over 30% of the State
was unalienated (public) land. It was designed simply to woo the conserva
tion vote.

The speech was persuasive. Bolte's government was re-elected, losing only
two seats. The Liberal primary vote slipped only slightly. However, one of
the two seats lost was Dundas, the seat of Sir William McDonald.48 This did

44 Cartoon by Tanner, the Age, 9 December '969, 'I never knew the Little Desert was in
Dandenong'; Victoria, Parliamentary Debates (Hansard), (9 December '969) 9, p. 2563.

45 Borthwick, op. cit. (39), p. '3. 46 Ibid.
47 The election promise was cited by W. A. Borthwick in his introduction to the second

reading of the Land Conservation Bill, Victoria, Parliamentary Debates (Hansard), (, 5 Septem

ber '970) 299, p. '47·
4
8 Liberal first preference votes throughout the State fell from 37.5% to 36fYo (Electoral

information supplied by Dr Paul Thornton-Smith, Projects Branch, State Electoral Office,
Victoria, personal communication, 7.VII!.9o).
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not necessarily mean the end of the Little Desert scheme. Many conserva
tionists at the time were anxious about what would happen after the elec
tion.49 But the defeat of Sir William had to be attributed at least in part to the
Little Desert controversy. The Government had also lost the scheme's most
passionate proponent. It emerged that there was not a high level of support
from other members of cabinet, and even the Premier had shown himself to
be sufficiently concerned to take conservation interests seriously leading up
to the election.

'The public interest' and a credible bureaucratic mechanism

The Little Desert dispute was not simply a case of conservation or preserva
tion versus development. It was, rather, a rare moment when economists and
conservationists found themselves arguing the same case. The public, which
in the first half of the twentieth century had been very supportive of devel
opment and decentralization schemes, was sceptical about this particular
scheme. Some felt that it was to cost the taxpayer too much, while others
remembered individuals who had suffered because of the inadequacy of the
land provided under previous such schemes. 50 A new group was emerging
which was concerned about the cost to the land itself. However, the majority
ofletters to the editor about the Little Desert agricultural scheme published
in major metropolitan newspapers in 1969 were concerned not so much with
conservation values and economic forces, but rather with political proc
esses)' There was much concern expressed about the unb'ridled powers of a
single minister to create a land use pattern with which future generations had
to live. There was a strong call for more consultation and accountability. It
was this which motivated a review of the whole system of public land
management. Leaving options for future generations was a quality-of-life
issue, part of an emerging ethic which crystallized in the 1970s.

Nevertheless, there was recognition of a 'conservation victory' in the

49 For example, C. S. Elliott, 'A new era?' (editorial) Victoria's resources, (1970) 12 (I), p. I.

5° Borthwick commented that anyone who had witnessed the tragedy of the Victorian Mallee
region (where there was extensive soldier settlement after the First World War) in the 1930S
(when he was growing up) would be sympathetic to conservation. He poignantly described his
memory of financially stricken farmers skulking off their land in the dead of night ashamed to
confess their plight to their neighbours (transcript of interview 8.VI.90 ' p. 5)'

5' Survey (1990) by the author that looked atletters to the editor in the Age, Herald, Sun and
several local papers between April and October 1969. A total of 164 letters related to the Little
Desert or Lower Glenelg settlement schemes. Overall, 153 were against and 11 in favour of
development. Letters stopped abruptly on 10 October 1969 because of litigation taken by Sir
William McDonald against the Age. Of the 153 letters opposed to the development, 33% gave
as their prime concern some combination of conservation, tourism or science, 20% gave eco
nomics as the reason and 47% expressed concern about the 'public interest' in land management
matters (including 8% congratulating the media on their role in the publicizing of the dispute).
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outcome of the electionY Conservationists realized that they were being
listened to by parliamentarians as a unified pressure group. The successful
result for the Little Desert lent confidence to the whole movement,53 The
Conservation Council ofVictoria was established on the wave of this enthu
siasm, to act as an umbrella organization for all conservation groups,54 The
CCV took over from the informal SOBAC in making Parliament aware of
conservation concerns. Its purpose was to liaise formally with the govern
ment of the day on all conservation matters affecting the state.

Bolte handed the mantle of the Lands portfolio to Bill Borthwick after the
1970 election. Although Borthwick had not wanted that task, he understood
the political importance of making the incoming Minister of Lands very
different from McDonald, and reluctantly accepted the portfolio,55

The Premier's election promises of a Land Resources Council had to be
honoured. Borthwick needed to ensure that the Council would be credible
to the concerned general public, and (in Jim Falk's words) 'impart to govern
ment policy a sufficient level oflegitimacy to enable it to be implemented',56
The Little Desert dispute was important in Victoria because it created a
climate where a Land Conservation Council (the name change was signifi
cant) was established and set in concrete by Act ofParliament.57 The incom
ing government chose to confront the criticisms of accountability and public
consultation with a mechanism which was apparently above politics. This
authoritative, independent (although of course government-approved) body
was charged with the responsibility for inquiry into all matters of public
land management. If Falk is correct in arguing that it is only a potentially
divisive issue that will drive a government to risk a public inquiry for the
sake of legitimizing government policy, then the Little Desert issue stands
out as a very divisive issue. For the result of the Little Desert in practical
terms was not just an inquiry, but rather a permanent mechanism for in
qUiry.

The Land Conservation Council took over from an earlier council of
Heads of Department, the Land Utilization Advisory Council, but it was

52 For example, a photographic exhibition entitled 'The Little Desert: A conservation vic
tory' was held in the foyer of the Botany School at the University of Melbourne early in 1970.

5J See Falk, op. cit. (6), p. 290.
54 The first meeting suggesting the possibility of a body like the Conservation Council of

Victoria was held on 24.IV.69 at the NRCL headquarters at Springvale. An ad-hoc committee
was set up at this time, but the Council was not formally constituted until the height of the
Little Desert dispute, when a meeting held on 30.x.69 at Brymay Hall, Richmond (an inner
suburb of Melbourne), voted that it be formally constituted. This meeting was attended by
representatives of 76 clubs and organizations concerned about conservation issues in Victoria.
See Victoria's resources, (1969) 11 (2), p. 7; (1969-1970) Il (4), p. 31 ; and G. T. Thompson,
'Conservation Council of Victoria', Victoria's resources, (1970) I2 (I), pp. 27-29.

55 Borthwick had wanted the Health Ministry, because of a personal concern he felt about
mental retardation and the state of asylums. (Transcript of interview, 8.VI.90, p. 15)

56 Falk, op. cit. (6), p. 149. 51 Land Conservation Act, op. cit. (5).
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given more independence and power. The important difference between the
LUAC and the new LCC was its openness and active involvement of the
general public. The LCC had an independent chairman and three independ
ent members (from the general public), two of whom were nominated by the
conservation community (via the Conservation Council of Victoria). The
third member was a person experienced in developing land for agricultural
purposes. The first person nominated for this position, Claude Austin, was
in fact an ornithologist and president of the active conservation group, the
Western Victorian Conservation Committee, as well as being a Western
District grazier. Another important addition to the LCC was the Head of
the National Parks Service. The structure of the earlier LUAC had been
established before the National Parks Authority, and the Director of Na
tional Parks had not been added to the Council subsequently,58 Borthwick
reinforced the status of the new LCC when he elected to defer all alienations
of Crown Land (except for trivial ones) until it had made recommendations
on the area concerned,59 The LCC's published reportS (in draft and final
form) were another element of its public accountability.

The LCC divided the state into sixteen geographical regions and in turn
reviewed the uses of public land in each. The first area to be considered was
South West Victoria and the last (completed in 1986, before a second round
of reviews of the regions commenced) was the Wimmera, with the Little
Desert. The two areas targeted by SOBAC, the Lower Glenelg and the Little
Desert, politically the most sensitive regions in the state, were to be the
starting and finishing points for the LCC's deliberations. Professor John
Turner, a foundation member of the LCC, saw the order of the reviews as
symbolic.60 No one had expected that the reviews would take sixteen years
to complete, but the decision to leave the Little Desert until last was un
doubtedly to give it a 'cooling-off' period. Following the recommendation
of the LCC in 1986, the total area of the Little Desert National Park (as
declared in May 1988) is 132,000 hectares.61

The South West region of Victoria (including the controversial lower
reaches of the Glenelg River) was a good place for the LCC to start.
It satisfied conservationists that the LCC would take on land manage
ment issues which involved their concerns. A major Lower Glenelg National
Park had been proposed in various forms for over twenty years, and sections
of the Lower Glenelg area had already been declared National Parks.62

58 The National Parks Authority established in 1956 was replaced in 1970 with a National
Parks Service through the National Parks Act Amendment (No. 87928, 16 December 1969)'

59 Borthwick, op. cit. (39), p. 24-

60 Professor John S. Turner, transcript of Tape 3 of interview, 28.VllI.90, p. 3·
61 Victoria: Department of Conservation and Environment, Liule Desert National Park and

Wail State Forest proposed management plan, Horsham, November 1991, p. I.

62 FNCV expedition to the Lower Glenelg, Easter 1947, sponsored by Portland Field
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However, the Forests Commission and the Department of Agriculture were
also concerned land users in the area. There had been a long-running dispute
between them as to whether the Kentbruck Heath should be used for pine
plantations or farms. Meanwhile, the Portland Field Naturalists' Group, one
of the most active and influential in the state, set about documenting all the
flora and fauna in the area, as well as the natural geographic boundaries,
which were likely to be violated by the farms scheme. The conservationists'
principal concern was that even if the sensitive wet heathland of Kentbruck
was spared, the scheme would intrude on the catchment area of Mole Creek,
which feeds it. 63 SOBAC was able to pick up this cause, documented in a
sophisticated way by the regional group, the Western Victorian Conserva
tion Committee, and publicize it in metropolitan Melbourne. Juxtaposed
with the Little Desert scheme, it received powerful urban support. Active
conservationist and Portland farmer Fred Davies commented on the impor
tance of the Little Desert in dictating the outcome of the Lower Glenelg
dispute:

With all credit to other people I must concede that if it hadn't been for
the Little Desert I don't think we would have got Kentbruck Heathland
because the Desert appeared to be a much bigger objective and it seemed
to involve city people more than our little plot down here ... I really
think because of its size and because of media support the Little Desert
was the glamour one. But Kentbruck was the most important although
[small] in size, and hardest to get. The developers wanted Kentbruck
even more than they wanted the Little Desert because of its better rain
fall and its greater productive potential ... If McDonald had opened the
Little Desert there would have been a lot of similar country left. But if
the farmers here had got the Heathland, that was it - there was no more
Heathland.64

The LCe's first recommendations included a sizeable expansion to the
Lower Glenelg National Park. Virtually all the LCe's recommendations for
land use in South West Victoria were eventually adopted by Parliament. As
well as substantial additions to the Lower Glenelg National Park, the Na
tional Parks Act 1975 included the LCe's new, tighter definitions of what

Naturalists' Club. Ina Watson et aI., 'The proposed Glenelg National Forest and Sanctuary'
Victorian naturalist, (1947) 64, pp. 62-91.

6) Western Victorian Conservation Committee, The case for a Lower Glenelg National Park,
Portland, June 1968; Boundaries of Kentbruck Heathland, Portland, April 1969; Kentbruck
Heathland, Portland, December 1969.

64 Fred Davies, revised transcriptofimerview, 2o.III.89, p. 7. Davies' reference to the unique
ness of the Kentbruck Heathland was supported by Frank R. Gibbons and R. G. Downes, A
study of land in south-western VictOria, Melbourne, 1964, which argues that the distinctive
property of the Kembruck Heathland was that it was a wet heathland - other Australian
mainland heaths are sandy and dry, and therefore have different vegetation and ecology (p. 23 I).
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National Parks should be.65 The government was seen to take the LCC very
seriously. This was essential to its continuing credibility. It also served to

legitimize further the LCC itself.
A final postscript to the Lands Ministry was the demotion in 1973 of the

Lands Portfolio by Borthwick in favour of a new broader Conservation
Ministry. From 1973 Borthwick styled himself 'Minister for Conservation'
rather than Minister for Lands.66

The Little Desert: Impact on the conservation movement

The conservationists were unanimous in their delight about saving the Little
Desert. They were also delighted about their unanimity. Those who joined
forces to work for the Little Desert cause came from philosophically
and politically different backgrounds. There were utilitarian conserva
tionists, nature lovers, preservationists. They voted Labor (left), Liberal
(conservative-urban) and Country Party (conservative-rural). In some cases
it seemed that their only common ground was their cause. They did, how
ever, share other commonalities. The three most powerful organizations
within SOBAC were the Natural Resources Conservation League, the Field
Naturalists' Club of Victoria and the Victorian National Parks Association.
All of these groups were led by experienced campaigners, mostly middle
aged, approaching retirement or recently retired. The young activists who
are commonly associated with conservation in the 1970S, 1980s and 1990S
were conspicuous by their absence from the 1969 scene. An exception to this
was a small group of science students, the Monash University Biological
Students' Society, who distributed leaflets and bumper stickers protesting
about the scheme in the Melbourne City Square.67

65 The first Lower Glenelg National Park of 9069 hectares was declared in 1969. This was
expanded to a total of 27,300 hectares in 1975 on the basis of the Land Conservation Council's
Final recommendations, South Western Study Area, District I (1973). See also Sandra Bardwell,
National Parks of ViclOTia, Macquarie Park, NSW, 1985, pp. 9-14; and Department of Conser
vation, Forests and Lands (Portland Region and National Parks and Wildlife Division), Lower
Glenelg National PaTk: Proposed management plan, Portland, December 1988, p. 6.

66 The Ministry for Conservation Act (No. 8364 of (972) came into operation on 23 January
1973. The Lands Ministry was finally abolished in 1983, its land administration functions being
transferred to the new Department of Conservation, Forests and Lands (CFL), and its survey
and land sales functions to the Department of Property and Services. The word 'Lands' no
longer appears in the title of any Ministry. In 1990, the Victorian Government created a new
'superministry', Conservation and Environment, which included the functions of CFL in its
brier. A change of government in October 1992 led to the Superministry being divided and
regrouped as Conservation and Natural Resources - with Forestry under the 'Natural Re
sources' and National Parks under 'Conservation'. It is too early yet to tell what the implica
tions of this will be.

67 Geotf Edwards, transcript of interview, 30.V.91; dictated letter to the author, 3 l.VIlI.91).
Edwards commented that the year after the Little Desert dispute the Monash University
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The importance of the older leaders was the fact that it was their contem
poraries, and in some cases friends, who held the reins of power within the
government. Claude Austin, who later became a foundation member of the
Land Conservation Council, was chairman of the Western Victorian Con
servation Committee. He campaigned tirelessly for the Lower Glenelg and
Little Desert National Parks. He had also campaigned for the Liberal party,
on behalf of Malcolm Fraser, his local Federal member, who went on to
become Australia's Prime Minister, 1975-1983. Austin played golf regularly
with the Premier, Sir Henry Bolte. He was also President of the Melbourne
Club.68 Even Sir William McDonald recalled him as a 'friend', although he
disagreed with him passionately about conservation.69 Ros Garnet, secretary
of the Victorian National Parks Association from its inception for twenty
years, was well known to many politicians as one who had been promoting
the cause of National Parks since the 1940s, and was well informed of their
historical development.?o Gwynnyth Taylor was an important linchpin in
the conservation movement because of her active membership in eleven
different amateur organizations (mostly concerned with natural history and
nature conservation).?1 Professor John Turner, who held the Chair of
Botany and Plant Physiology at the University of Melbourne from 1938 to
1974, was another with multiple contacts: he worked with the Forests Com
mission in Forestry education, with the Victorian National Parks Associa
tion as Vice President, he was a member of the Melbourne Club, and he was
deeply involved with both the 'Save the Dandenongs League' and the Land
scape Preservation Committee of the National Trust.?2 Austin, Garnet,
Taylor and Turner were not alone.

Some of the most important campaigners for the Little Desert chose to
remain anonymous. Public servants, constrained by their positions, were
nevertheless responsible for much of the hard data publicized by the activ
ists.?3 For those whose concerns were economic rather than conservationist,

Biological Students' Society split and a group formed a more radical 'Environment Society'. At
the time of the dispute, however, it was very much a scientific society.

68 The Melbourne Club is regarded as a centre of influence in conservative (masculine)
circles. 69 McDonald, personal communication, 12.Xl.90.

70 J. Ros Garnet, revised transcript of Interview I, 20.IV.89, pp. 12-13.

7' Gwynnyth Taylor, notes of discussion, 16.IV.90.

72 Turner, transcripts of interviews, 28.VIl1.90 and 28.l.91.

7> W. G. D. Middleton, public address, 24.VI.89, at the formal ceremony which handed over
Broughton'S Waterhole in the Little Desert to the State for a National Park by the family ofP.
L. Williams, one of the great local campaigners. Middleton, as the Wimmera's senior forester,
recalled being specifically barred from 'being seen to be involved in the Little Desert dispute'
by the Chairman of the Forests Commission. So he, 'like a lot of other public employees went
underground' (p. 12 of transcript).
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'leaking' was the only way to make their feelings about the Little Desert
scheme known,74

For public servants motivated by conservation concerns, the Natural Re
sources Conservation League provided a way to have a legitimate voice in
the debate. The NRCL's membership comprised organizations, rather than
individuals, so it was relatively easy to lend anonymous support to a cause.
The NRCL had begun as the 'Save the Forests Campaign' in 1944, and its
original spirit and some of its first members were still active in the 1960s. It
had been the brainchild of a senior industrialist, Sir Herbert Gepp, who was
then managing director of Australian Paper Manufacturers (APM) and the
Hon. Cyril Isaac, teacher, nurseryman and Member of the Legislative Coun
cil. Although it was an independent organization, it had the strong support
of the Forests Commission and also many local government bodies,75 Its
first aim had been to build a public 'forest conscience' in the wake of th~

devastating Black Friday bushfires of 1939, which the Royal Commissioner,
Judge Leonard Stretton, found had been lit 'by the hand of man',76

The NRCL remained true to its utilitarian conservationist origins. It pub
lished a major journal, Victoria's resources,?7 which contributed much to
raising the conservation consciousness of Victorians. The conservation of
the journal was and still is 'wise use'. Even in the 1990S many of the NRCL's
members do not accept any other definition,78 Its contribution to the estab
lishment of the Conservation Council of Victoria was significant, supplying
all the administrative support and a Secretary (Lewis Godfrey) for the
CCV's first five years.

The Field Naturalists' Club of Victoria was a much more diverse group,
its definition of conservation less easily characterized. Because it was an
amateur group, albeit with many distinguished scientists as members, there
was less pressure on it to have an official line on what conservation was.
Certainly, it included those who sympathized with utilitarian conservation,

74 Borthwick, op. cit. (39), p. 12: 'The Ag Department started leaking madly .. .'.
7l Robin, op. cit. (36), ch. I.

76 Victoria, Report of the Royal Commission to inquire into the causes and measures taken to

prevent the bush fires of January /939 (by L. E. B. Stretton), Melbourne, t939; the fires of
Friday 13 January t939 burned much of Victoria, including its best mountain ash (Eucalyptus
regnans) forests, and took seventy-one lives.

77 Begun in 1959 and renamed Trees and natural resources in 1985; see Robin, op. cit. (36),
pp. 78- 82.

78 Group interview, NRCL, 24.XI.89, and comments on drafts of my history of the NRCL
in 1990 by members revealed that alternative definitions of conservation were to be resisted. In
D. S. White and C. S. ElIiot, eds., Man, the earth and tomorrow, Springvale, 1969, soil conser
vationist R. G. Downes stated that 'wise use' conservation was the modern definition, replacing
the definition 'of 30 years ago' which corresponded to 'preservation' (p. 96). This blatantly
ignored historical patterns of usage, including the naming of the Authority of which he was
Chairman, which was named the Soil Conservation Board in 1940.
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but it also had natural historians well informed on ecological systems, and its
fair share of genuine romantic nature lovers. Its Portland branch, for exam
ple, had members with sufficient scientific knowledge to mount the full-scale
scientific survey of flora and fauna in the 1940S and 1950S mentioned above.
Yet as amateurs, 'Field Nats' were free to acknowledge the romantic and
cultural motivations for undertaking such work. In a 1949 report of a tri p to
Rushworth in north central Victoria published in the FNCV journal, the
Victorian naturalist, one member wrote:

It is the whole pattern of nature which attracts me - colour, form and
relationship. The symmetry and balance in every wild flower, the spider
zigzagging down its web, the great Emperor Moth hanging on a twig
drying its wings, the snake under the stone, the tingling adventure of an
hour-to-hour existence of the scampering cotton-tail - all these are the
facts that fit into a great pattern and that to me is the story of any trip.79

The author of this piece, Jean Blackburn, was a strong supporter of the
conservation movement in Victoria right up until her death in 1983, when
she left much of her estate to conservation causes.80 Her commitment to

nature conservation was cultural, supported by a literary tradition going
back to the late eighteenth century, the Arcadian tradition of nature writing
described by Donald Worster in Nature's economy.8I Arcadian cultural val
ues were also explicit in the founding of a Landscape Preservation Commit
tee of the National Trust of Victoria in 1955.82 The Landscape Preservation
Committee sought to broaden the Trust's concerns with old buildings and
urban artefacts to incorporate the preservation of whole landscapes in rural
and bush areas, following closely the pattern of the British National Trust
for Places of Historic Interest or Natural Beauty.8) Aesthetic considerations
were paramount in the classification of likely sites. Natural and pastoral
landscapes alike were identified.

Like the earlier campaigns of the 1940S and 1950S, the Little Desert cam
paign was supported by both utilitarian conservationists and Arcadian na
ture lovers. It was exceptional in that it was a conservation campaign also
supported by economists. A further important difference between the Little
Desert and earlier campaigns was the role it gave to science and scientists.
Earlier campaigns had involved scientists, both from the University of Mel
bourne (until the 1960s the only University in Victoria) and from govern-

79 Jean Blackbum, writing of her trip to Rushworth, Victorian naturalist, (1949) 65, p. 2)6.
80 Geoff Durham, executor of the Blackburn Estate, personal communication, IO.VII1.90.
81 Donald Worster, Nature's economy, Cambridge, 1985 (1St edn 1977) esp. pp. 2 and p8.
82 Norman Wettenhall, foundation member of the Committee, personal communication,

25-111.91, supported by comments from other key members in interviews (Dewar Goode,
(20.XI.89), J. S. Turner, (tape I, 28.VII1.90, pp. 15-16)).

8) Sir Dudley Stamp, Nature conservation in Britain, London, 1969, pp. 32-35.
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ment research organizations such as the Commonwealth Scientific and In
dustrial Research Organisation (CSIRO). It was just that in the 1950S and
earlier, the scientists' contributions had been in their spare time, as members
of a Field Naturalists Club or other amateur nature lovers group. By 1969,
as elsewhere in the world, they held a special status within the conservation
movement, as providers of rational arguments, additional ammunition for
the conservation cause.

The prominence given to scientific values of National Parks was distinc
tively different from the 1950S campaign which focused on amenity values.
The arguments for National Parks mirrored those in Britain, especially those
put forward by the influential ecologist Sir Arthur Tansley.8 4 In the 1950S,
the natural history preserved in a National Park was part of the amenity
value of the park for the naturalists who visited. Parks were for people. The
motto of the Victorian National Parks Association, established in 1952 is
'For all the people, for all time'.85

By the late 1960s, there was a greater variety of arguments in favour of
National Parks. In fact there was a strong tendency in popular publications
to amass every possible argument, without evaluating their mutual consist
ency. For example, one publication advocating a National Park for the lower
reaches of the Glenelg River in south western Victoria, suggested that the
National Park status would enhance the opportunities for 'speed boat enthu
siasts,.86 Yet the same publication was opposed to clearing the forests on the
banks of the river because of the erosion it would cause. The erosion caused
by power boats was acceptable (perhaps because it was a public right), whilst
erosion which only benefited the timber industry was unacceptable. Argu
ments about parks as reference areas for the benefit of science also featured.
Scientists, although an elite group, were seen as good users - perhaps
because they were expected to generate useful conservation arguments. Yet
in many cases scientific purposes would limit or exclude other users of
National Parks.87

The publication in 1966 of a collection of essays by scientists entitled The
great extermination (edited by A. J. Marshall, the Foundation Professor of

84 Robert P. McIntosh, The background of ecology, Cambridge, 1985 (reprinted 1987),
pp. 29 8-9.

85 Sandra Bardwell, '''For all the people for all time": National Parks in Victoria, 1866-1956',
PhD thesis, Monash University, 1974.

86 WVCC, The case for a Lower Glenelg National Park, op. cit. (6}), p. 4.

87 Recommendations for public land use in Victoria by the Land Conservation Council
include a category 'Reference Areas'. Reference Areas are 'tracts of public land containing
viable samples of one or more land types that are relatively undisturbed ... [which] are reserved
in perpetuity as a reference to be used by people concerned with studying land for particular
comparative purposes ... [where] human interference should be kept to the essential minimum'.
Abridged from Lower Glenelg National Park: Proposed management plan, op. cit. (65), p. 6.
The purpose of Reference Areas is explicit: they are 'a control group' for scientific purposes.



Libby Robin

Zoology at Monash University) was undoubtedly important in giving the
scientific values of National Parks a high profile. 88 It aimed to make the
general public concerned about vanishing biological species throughout
Australia, but it also served to draw attention to the important role of
scientists as 'whistle-blowers'. Following soon after the internationally ac
claimed Silent spring (1963 to Australian audiences), The great extermina
tion's local content made it particularly relevant and disturbing. This book
was read and cited by active conservationists. It was responsible for technical
terms like 'gene pools' finding their way into popular documents.

Scientific values of parks became such a useful factor in debates that they
did not have to be proven. Species of unknown value, or even unknown
species, could exist in the Little Desert and many other parts of Australia
where only limited scientific surveys had been conducted. Arguments were
framed in terms of the need for Science to have access to organisms which
were not yet even known. Natural history no longer needed to be discovered
for it to be valued.

Scientists too, were seen in a different light. The earliest conservationists,
water resource managers and foresters, used scientific principles to conserve
specific resources for human use. Science conferred professional status on
the irrigation engineers and foresters and served to render their works a
'black box' for the general public, although there was public support for so
called progressive conservation in Australia as in the United States.89 The
next generation of conservationists, the agricultural resource managers and
soil conservationists, was the first to become interested in applying the rising
science of ecology to conservation problems. In the United States, Frederic
Clements, a founder of the academic discipline of ecology, was concerned in
the 1930S with the practical problems raised by the Dust Bowl tragedy in the
Midwest. Victoria's agricultural resource managers sought involvement
from scientists in dealing with similar problems with severe dust storms in
the Mallee region of Victoria's North-West.90 The dramatic bushfires of
1939 compounded the State's soil conservation problems, and forced the
government of the day to establish a Soil Conservation Board. Maisie
Fawcett, a University of Melbourne botanist, was called on by the SCB to
give scientific evaluations of fragile areas and make recommendations. Eco
logical principles were the basis for her studies although she would not have
called herself an ecologist at the time.91

88 A. J. Marshall, ed., The great extermination, London and Melbourne, 1966.
89 The Conservation League of America was established by Gilford Pinchot in America in

1908, specifically to promote progressive conservation. Several important American progressive
conservationists (for example, Elwood Mead) worked in Australia and influenced both forest
and water managers in the period from about 1910 to 1925. The general progressivist movement
in Australia is described by Michael Roe in Nine Australian progressives, St Lucia, 1984, esp. pp.
10-13. 9" Dingle, op. cit. (15), pp. 188-90.

9 1 Fawcett's specialties were plant pathology and mycology.



Of desert and watershed

Nearly thirty years later, in 1969, ecology was an established science in
Australia, with a flourishing local professional association.92 Ecologists were
secure about their professional status, which had been enhanced within
biology through the International Biological Programme (IBP).93 The public
had developed a growing understanding of what ecology was, and there
was recognition for the place of ecological evidence in land management
decision-making processes. The evidence given by ecologists to the parlia
mentary inquiry into the Little Desert reflected this. Ecological expertise
was so acceptable to the general public that it conferred on ecologists free
dom and status to speak outside their discipline.

Peter Attiwill, a forest ecologist from the University of Melbourne's
Botany School, began by presenting a scientific argument for the preserva
tion of the biological diversity of the region. He explained carefully his
technical definition of 'diversity' as the probability of finding particular
species in ten plots placed randomly throughout a plant community. He also
explained that his research in the area had been very preliminary, based on
the work done by a class of third year students on a week-long excursion
undertaken during the August vacation in 1969. The plots were evaluated
using the technique of minimal area quadrats (see Fig. 6).94 Attiwill reported
that he had established that many species were found only at one or two of
the ten plots examined. This indicated that the Little Desert was not just
biologically rich but also diverse. The problem with alienating some of the
area for farming was therefore that some species would almost certainly be
lost, even if a substantial area were retained for a National Park. On the
evidence ofhis brief survey, species did not occur throughout the region, but
were often found only in certain parts of the region. In summing up, he
argued for preservation of all of the remaining unalienated Little Desert, but

92 The Ecological Society of Australia was founded in 1961. Its publication, the Australian
journal of ecology, did not commence until 1976, but Australian ecological studies were pub
lished in a range of American and British journals at this time, as well as the Australian journal
of botany. '

93 By the time of the Paris meeting ofIBP delegates (23-25 July 1964), the decision to invest
IBP's effort in ecology was a fait accompli, although this meeting was the first opportunity for
Australians to contribute to the discussion on a face-to-face basis. ProfJ. S. Turner, who was
one of the two Australian representatives at the meeting at the time, did not believe that 'the
subject of Biology ... was ripe for an international scheme' (Turner Archive, University of
Melbourne Archives, Box 26, ICSU file, draft report by JST, p. 4) a view shared by many,
especially later in the 1970s. Nonetheless Turner and others promoted its work, and IBP
conferred a new respect on the sub-discipline of ecology.

94 Minimal area quadrats (plots) were used to evaluate diversity. The quadrats were of
increasing size: 1,2,4,8,16 and 64 sq. m. The number of species in each quad rat was counted.
In an area of vegetational diversity, the graph of number of species versus size of plot is linear,
where in a vegetationally uniform area, the graph of the number of species per plot flattens out
(Peter Attiwill, personal communication, 18.IX.91).
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FIG. 6: Agricultural botany students examine 'minimal area quadrats' in
heathland country in the Little Desert, measuring for biological
diversity in August 1969. The background is brown stringybark
forest. (Photograph by Peter Attiwill)

the basis for his call had moved away from his specific expertise, to what he
called 'a new morality':

[The] recognition of the need for conservation is part of a world-wide
movement which, in essence, appears to be related to the problem of
over-population and greatly increased mobility. We now recognise that
a finite world can support a finite population. The goal of 'the greatest
good for the greatest number' is simply not possible - we cannot max
imise two variables at the same time. I believe we must maximise 'good
ness', or the quality of life. It is the desire to maximise the quality oflife
- to make the world a fit place in which to live - that has brought to our
attention problems of pollution, of contamination, and of conservation.
The need to control the quality of our environment is, I consider, part of
a new morality which is now man's urgent responsibility.95

Malcolm Calder, a reproductive biologist also from the University of
Melbourne's Botany School, argued that field studies which develop the

95 P. M. Attiwill, in LDSC, 'Evidence', op. cit. (4), p. 75.
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practical skills used by ecologists were of value to the whole population 'as
a cultural and aesthetic discipline, by bringing an increasingly urbanized
population into closer touch with natural phenomena and rurallife'.96

These submissions represented, in some sense the watershed of the Little
Desert. Their arguments that the Little Desert should be a National Park
appealed to all the conservationist traditions of their time, not just the dis
cipline in which they could be regarded as expert witnesses. Attiwill's qual
ity control had utilitarian overtones, whilst Calder appealed to the sense of
loss of things Arcadian felt by the urban population. Both submissions were
marked by a sense of social responsibility. The ecologists were conscious of
their contribution of important expertise to a popular debate, but were also
aware that other (non-scientific) arguments would hold sway with parlia
mentarians.

It was easier for ecologists to accept social responsibility for their actions
than it was, for instance, for nuclear physicists. But the risk taken by the
ecologists was that by making their science accessible to the general public,
for political purposes, they would in some sense lose control of their science.
Dorothy Nelkin has analysed the role of American ecologists' professional
associations in this period, which was environmentally turbulent throughout
the world, and has concluded that by the early 1970S American ecologists
preferred to return to the isolation of their laboratories, rather than try to
keep up with the mountain of socially responsible work which was accumu
lating for the few trained specialists in the field.97

Nelkin's analysis rests on the division between the pure and the applied
aspects of the science: 'the pure and applied research of the scientist takes
place in a different social context from the practical work of a professional
involved in public service'.98 This division was not as marked in 1960s
Australia as in America. If anything, the opposite was the case. Tim Ealey,
an ecologist working in Zoology at Monash University, actively involved
senior scientifically trained resource managers in the teaching of his honours
students. The lectures given by these public servants were responsible for the
enthusiasm of the one group of young activists, Monash University Biologi
cal Students Society, about the Little Desert issue.99

Likewise, the School of Botany at the University of Melbourne (which
employed both Attiwill and Calder) had a long history of strong links with
public service professionals. Botanists taught and controlled aspects of the
curriculum for foresters and agricultural scientists, had co-operative research

96 D. M. Calder, ibid., p. 190A.
97 Dororhy Nelkin, 'Scientists and professional responsibility: The experience of American

ecologists', Social studies of science, (1977) 7, pp. 75-95. 9
8 Ibid., p. 76.

99 Geoff Edwards, personal file 'Conservation and applied ecology' (notes of fourth-year
seminar, department of Zoology, Monash University); also dictated letter to the author,
3I.VII 1.9 I.
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ventures with the Soil Conservation Board (later Authority), the National
Parks Authority and the Melbourne and Metropolitan Board of Works. In
addition, the Professor of Botany, John Turner (a foundation member of the
Land Conservation Council), encouraged his staff to take an active and
executive role in private groups like the Victorian National Parks Associa
tion. In the 1960s, the VNPA sponsored Judith Frankenberg, a young bota
nist, to undertake a major scientific survey of National Parks in Victoria.
This was paid for by private subscription, each member being called on to
donate 2 pounds (= $4).100

Mutual co-operation between scientists inside and outside universities was
common in Australia. Co-operation between the general public and the
scientific community as instanced by the Frankenberg survey was rarer. But
sponsorship of that type redoubled the scientists' social obligations. It
would not have been easy for the Australian ecologists to retreat to their
laboratories as Nelkin described for the American ecologists. There were too
few ecologists for anonymity to be an option. There has been substantial
discussion of the problems of isolation in Australian science, sometimes
described as the 'Tyranny of distance' debate (after the title of a book by
Geoffrey Blainey). One of the products of isolation is unexpected alli
ances. IOI If there are few experts, then barriers between university and other
scientists cannot be maintained.

The green environmental movement

The persistence of the watershed metaphor for twenty years after the Little
Desert dispute in memories of the surviving conservationists has another,
unexpected, explanation. The Little Desert dispute drew together diverse
conservation philosophies in 1969 but, with hindsight, it also marked a
parting of the ways. The Little Desert dispute was the pinnacle of the cam
paigning career of the older conservationists. After that, many felt them-

100 Judith Frankenberg (edited by J. S. Turner), Nature conservation in Victoria, Melbourne,
1971.

101 See for example: R. W. Home, 'The problem of intellectual isolation in scientific life:
W. H. Bragg and the Australian scientific community, 1886-19°9', Historical records ofAustral
ian science, (1984) 6 (I), pp. 19-30;]ohn G. Jenkin, 'Frederick Soddy's 1904 visit to Australia
and the subsequent Soddy-Bragg correspondence: Isolation from without and within', Histori
cal records of Australian science, (1985) 6 (2), pp. 153-169; David Wade Chambers, 'Does
distance tyrannise science?' in R. W. Home and Sally Gregory Kohlstedt, eds., International
science and national scientific identity, Dordrecht, 1991, pp. 19-38. In a conference paper, Rod
Home described the unexpected al1iance between the University of Western Australia's Physics
Department and the staff of the Carnegie Institution of Washington at the Watheroo Magnetic
Observatory in outback Western Australia (R. W. Home, 'Humboldtian science revisited: An
Australian case study', paper presented at the annual conference of the Australasian Association
for the History, Philosophy and Social Studies of Science, Perth, 6 July 1991).
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selves marginalized. For it was in the early 1970S that a new breed of con
servationists emerged, the'greenies'.

The utilitarian conservationists and resource managers, enthusiastic sup
porters of the 1960s campaign were the big losers in the new style conserva
tion movement which developed in the 1970s. The first greenies - and the
diminutive is an original Australianism 102 - were building workers. Mem
bers of the New South Wales Builders Workers Federation used their collec
tive power to institute 'green bans' (a variant of the union term 'black ban')
prohibiting projects endangering areas or buildings of historic or environ
mental significance. The first of these focused on a housing development in
Kelly's Bush, near Sydney, beginning late in 1970. After two decades of
relatively full employment, Australian unions were (by international stand
ards) in an unusually strong position to pursue overtly political causes, and
~he environment, including such issues as uranium mining, was one cause
pursued vigorously throughout the I 970s. 1°3 The first green activists were
concerned with urban environmentalism rather than nature conservation.
The union activists, in particular, were concerned about political power as
well as quality of life.

It was significant that the first of the green environmentalists emerged
with a political agenda out of the radical end of the trade-union movement.
They abhorred the old networks - the 'Old Boys' clubs, and the elitist
organization of power which professionals in the early twentieth century
had worked to build up. Their organizational style was that of a flat hierar
chy, anathema both to senior bureaucrats (who had 'served time' to build up
their seniority) and to patriarchal older community leaders.

A left-wing model which gave voice to the 'little people' was foisted on to
a movement which had run for more than two decades on a 'who-knows
whom' basis. The obvious advantage of the 1950S and '60S organizational
style (to those in the system) was its 'efficiency'. A second advantage was
that, because of the apolitical nature of such networks as the Field Natural
ists, political differences were blurred and the movement was free to lobby
all political parties, having in no sense a preconceived voting preference. The
conservationists concentrated their efforts on unseating the problem minis
ter, not toppling the government. It was a rare movement indeed which
united the voices of communist sympathizers and Liberal (conservative)
Party campaign managers. It was hardly surprising that such an alliance
would prove to be temporary.

The Vietnam Moratorium years (of the late 1960s and early 1970S) had
given the younger generation a grand organizational vision and a sense of
power to achieve its aims. When military conscription was abolished in 1972,

102 William Ramson, 'Wasteland to wilderness: Changing perceptions of the environment',
in D. J. Mulvaney, ed., The humanities and the Australian environment, Canberra, '99', pp. 5
19, esp. pp. 17-18. 10) Falk, op. cit. (6), pp. 247-55; Lines, op. cit. (16), pp. 228-30.
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a whole radical generation found itself free to seek another cause. The envi
ronment beckoned. l

0 4 The cost of importing moratorium-style organiza
tional structures into the existing conservation movement was, however, the
loss of many of its older supporters. Some of these were at retirement age
anyway, but a significant number were in senior positions of authority, and
would have liked to continue to make incremental changes from within the
system. Alfred Dunbavin Butcher, Director of Victoria's Department of
Fisheries and Wildlife, bemoaned the fact that the conservation movement
was suffering from a backlash 'prompted by the inability of environmental
activists to recognize a victory when they scored one'.IOj Butcher was one of
seven members of council of the Australian Conservation Foundation who
resigned in I973 because of concern that a radical takeover had occurred
within that body.

Organizational structure was a significant problem. The so-called take
over of the Conservation Council of Victoria by young members of new
green groups like Friends of the Earth in the mid I970S was as much a vote
of no confidence in the older style of organization as a protest on philo
sophical grounds. 106 Strong evidence for this came from the CCV nomina
tions for the conservation vacancies on the Land Conservation Council in
I978. The CCV is responsible for nominating five candidates from which the
Government of the day chooses two LCC members to represent conserva
tion interests. John Turner and John Landy, both foundation members of
the LCC and senior members of the conservation community with many
decades of experience, stood for nomination, but failed to be chosen by the
CCV. The CCV wanted younger, more accountable members who kept the
Council closely informed of the LCe's deliberations. As a university profes
sor, Turner was used to having the authority to make executive decisions on
behalf of his department. He expected the same in his role as member of the
Land Conservation Council representing the conservation movement.
Turner and others like him did not see a need for the endless committee level
discussions and decisions demanded by a truly open democracy. 107 The
young committed conservationists whose other responsibilities were less
burdensome, wanted more radical changes than the older leaders could (or

1°4 The women's movement was also growing at this time, and it appears that the earliest
post-Vietnam environmental groups such as Friends of the Earth and Movement Against Ura
nium Mining were in fact predominantly male groups until the latter part of the 1970S, when
feminist enthusiasts joined both movements. (personal communication, Pat Jessen, Maria
Georgiou (Friends of the Earth) 26.IV.91).

1°5 A. D. Butcher, interview by Jennifer Byrne, the Age, 23.11.78, p. 4. When he was ap
pointed Director of Fisheries and Wildlife in 1949, Butcher was the first science graduate to
head a state government department in Australia.

106 Lewis Godfrey, first secretary to the CCV (seconded from the NRCL), personal commu
nication, 24·XI.89· Confirmed by GeoffWescott, Director CCV 1979-81, personal communica
tion, 18.XI1.90. 1°7 Turner, transcript of Tape 2 of interview, 28.VII1.90, pp. 9-10.
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perhaps wanted to) deliver. They also wanted a share of the power, and had
a deep-seated scepticism about any sort of centralized structure. 108

However, at least in some cases, organizational structure was a symptom
rather than the cause of the fracture of the conservation movement. Environ
mental philosophy had taken a new turn. Practical philosophers concerned
to give voice to oppressed minorities looked anew at the relationship be
tween humans and Nature. The oppression seemed in this case to relate to
the biota itself. 1

0 9 This radical view percolated down to more moderate
thinkers. Suddenly utilitarian conservation views became unfashionable.
'Wise use' and 'intensified production' were seen as exploitative concepts.

The new environmentalists were anxious to distance themselves from an
anthropocentric view of natural resources. In the 1960s 'ecology' was res
cued from the relative obscurity of a sub-speciality within biology and
popularized as a more general interdisciplinary science of the interaction of
all biological species in an ecosystem. It drifted further from its scientific
roots to emerge as a new world view. 'Deep ecology' and 'geophysiology'
were manifestations of the radical end of the public spectrum. I 10 The green
rhetoric reflected a new-found geocentrism and a promotion of the earth
itself to the status of a living being.

New earth-centred philosophies have excited some of the older campaign
ers. Gwynnyth Taylor, founder of the Save Our Bushlands Action Commit
tee, is optimistic about the twenty-first century. She feels that we are living
in stirring times in the 199os. She commented that there is still a need for
more consciousness of what 'saving the environment' means, a fuller under
standing of habitat, not just ofsaving a few species, but she says that the new
activists are on the 'right track'.lll Ros Garnet, veteran of the 1950S cam
paign for National Parks, feels they did not go far enough in the 1960s,
although he thought they were doing the right thing at the time. With
hindsight, he wishes that he had had the vision to conceive the large National
Park that the Little Desert area became in 1988.112

However, the new greens have antagonized many committed older con
servationists. Some still refuse to acknowledge that conservation could mean
anything other than the wise use of resources by humans. Many of these
were, like Butcher, conservation professionals. The group most seriously
alienated by the new environmentalists are the foresters. Professional forest
ers were at the heart of the conservation movement in the 1940s, ,50S and
'60S, some working very hard behind the scenes to block the Little Desert

108 Falk, op. cit. (6), pp. 287~0.

1°9 This case is neatly made for the discipline of environmental history in Donald Worster,
'Doing environmental history', in Donald Worster, ed., The ends of the earth, Cambridge, 1988,

pp. 289-3 07.
110 Lovelock, Goldsmith, op. cit. (I). I11 Taylor, transcript of interview, 25.11.90, p. 9.
112 Garnet, transcript of interview, 20.IV.89.
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development. Their profile was not high in this work because as public
servants they felt limited in what they could say. The 1970S marked a drift
in opinion which left professional foresters stranded on the wrong side of
conservation debates. By the late 1970S the forestry profession was feeling
decidedly defensive: 'Pity the poor forester' was the title of one paper at the
1977 Australian Institute of Foresters conference in Adelaide. I

!} In another
paper at the same conference, L. M. Duffy stated:

Forests and timber industries are criticised in pro-rata terms to a much
larger extent than other comparative land-users. So much so, that they
app~ar to rate only a little behind mining industries in popular cen
sure. I 14

When the Forests Commission itself was absorbed into a larger Depart
ment (of Conservation, Forests and Lands) by the newly elected Victorian
Labor government in 1983, some felt the profession itself had been be
trayed. II 5 I asked one retired forester to define a greenie for me since he
clearly felt such antipathy towards them. His response was:

a radical - people with radical views who ... in case of the forest, for
example, their aim is ultimately to stop all utilization in all native forests.
Now that is impossible and it is ridiculous and it is just not done.
They're the ones that have been listened to and they don't know what
they are talking about - if you see them interviewed on television they
just don't know what they are talking about. And they're just bloody
ratbags to my mind. But they're the ones that governments are listening
to. lI6

This sort of antagonism is a product of the new environmentalism. The new
conservation movement itself adopts an aggressive stance. It has now iden
tified many 'enemies of conservation'. For example, Friends of the Earth
blacklists products which are made by companies with environmentally
unsound policies. I17 The conservationist of the 1990S has a confidence that
there are enough people on the side of conservation to exclude some, to
create outcasts. In the 1960s there was no such certainty, and more embrac
ing alliances were possible.

The conservationists of 1969 left two very important legacies which have
had an impact on the management of conservation in Victoria in the past

11) Focus on the forester, proceedings of the 8th annual conference of the Institute of Forest
ers of Australia, Adelaide, 1977.

114 Ibid.; L. M. Duffy, 'Impacts and Influences', Section 2, p. I.

115 Middleton, transcript of interview, 9. II.90; the term 'forester' was dropped when the
Forests Commission became part of the Department of Conservation, Forests and Lands (later
the Department of Conservation and Natural Resources). 116 Ibid., p. 16.

117 One example of this was the A}-size insertion in the Victorian branch of the Friends of
the Earth newSletler Nuke news, July 1990, entitled 'Killing corporations'.
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twenty years. The Land Conservation Council and the Conservation Coun
cil of Victoria have made contributions of which all conservationists are
proud. Although criticisms have been made (especially of decisions relating
to the Victorian Alps), 1I8 there was general agreement amongst those that I
have interviewed that the Land Conservation Council has worked reason
ably well as a body for ensuring full public consultation about the uses of
Crown land. Other Australian states have shown interest in its procedures,
and in the way it allows for community participation in decision-making
processes. [19

Disputes about the use of public land resources are generally difficult to
resolve. The more voices and views considered, the more unlikely a satisfac
tory resolution will be found easily. Yet the LCC, with its extensive public
consultation and community representation, has in fact managed to generate
considerable support for its recommendations. It has relied heavily on the
so-called objective and undoubtedly socially acceptable evidence of scien
tists and technical experts in the conflict resolution process. Even the Abo
riginal community condoned the advice of scientists with respect to the
Little Desert. David Anderson, Tribal Advocate for Wimmera Aborigines,
called for political and economic interests to be put aside 'so that the public
world interest can be dealt with by the most competent of the incompetent,
the scientists'.IZO The Little Desert dispute made decision-making about land
development public property. No longer could scientific advice be ignored
if the Minister so chose. lzl The dispute legitimized scientists and technical
arguments as a dimension of the public interest in land management matters.
The LCC processes ensure that the evidence of biological scientists contrib
utes to every major land management decision, as a matter of course.

Economists have always provided evidence for decision making processes
in land management. What the Little Desert dispute suggested was that
ecologists could and should also offer evidence of a different nature, and that
such evidence should be freely available to the general public. This was
particularly acceptable in 1969 because of the unusual congruence of opinion
between economists and ecologists with respect to the Little Desert scheme.
Scientific consultation became enshrined in the procedures designed for the

liS Community Research Action Centre, Wildemess to waste: The ecology, politics and
economics of the Victorian Alps, Clayton, 1981 ; David Mercer, 'Victoria's Land Conservation
Council and the Alpine region' Australian geographical studies, (1979) 17 (z), pp. 107-130.

119 In 1991 the ~eensland government was considering a similar body, and sought advice
from Victoria's LCe. Tasmania also has had discussions with the Chairman of the LCC, David
Scott. (Calder (member of LCC since 198z) personal communication, 8.v.91)

120 NRCL News, Victoria's resources, (1970) IZ (z), p. 33.
III The earlier Land Utilization Advisory Council had access to scientific and technical

advice from within the Victorian Public Service, but if the advice was ignored, as McDonald
chose to do with the LUAC's 1968 report on the Little Desert proposal, there was no mecha
nism for making the scientific recommendations available to the public.
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LCe. Thus one result of the passionate and emotional campaign fought over
the Little Desert was the promotion of dispassionate scientific opinion as a
tool for the resolution of conflict. This was not unique to Victoria or Aus
tralia. All over the world scientists and technical experts were increasingly
being called on to resolve environmentally sensitive issues. l22 In Victoria the
Little Desert dispute was the trigger for this process.

The term 'conservation' continues to have multiple meanings. Conserva
tionists may be 'light green', environmentally conscious consumers, or 'dark
green', radical deep ecologists. 123 Other conservationists eschew the designa
tion green altogether. But for people holding all these shades of opinion the
Little Desert became a cultural icon. The Macmillan dictionary of the Aus
tralian environment, predominantly a dictionary of technical terms, lists
'Little Desert Scheme' as an item. [24 It is there because it was abolished 'by
public pressure'. Another conservation issue considered to be of national
importance at about the same time as the Little Desert was the dispute over
the flooding of Lake Pedder in Tasmania by the Tasmanian Hydro-Electric
Commission. But despite concerted efforts by Tasmanian and mainland ac
tivists for seven years, the lake was dramatically increased in size in 1974,
flooding its distinctive sandy beaches. 125 While 'Lake Pedder' is an icon of
loss for Australian conservationists (like Hetch Hetchy in the United States),
the Little Desert is a symbol of hope, a reassurance that pressure can work.

The Little Desert also coincided with and reinforced a shift in ecological
consciousness. Utilitarian conservation was on its way out, with a growing
opposition world-wide to technocratic quick fixes. But this issue allowed it

III The introduction of technical experts did not always in fact resolve the issue in question.
For example, in a contemporaneous American dispute near Cornell University in New York
state (1968-1973), Dorothy Nelkin wrote of the problem of conflicting technical advice given
by scientists working for a local community group and those working for the New York State
Electric and Gas Company, which was attempting to build a Nuclear Power Station on the
shores of Cayuga Lake (Nelkin, 'Scientists in an environmental controversy', Science studies,
(1971) I, pp, 245-261; and eadem, 'The political impact of technical expertise', Social studies of
science, (1975) 5, pp. 35-54). However, the dispute illustrates the way in which scientific advice
was deemed (by both sides) to be the tool to resolve the question, despite the new level of
problems it created.

12) The 'shades of green' terminology has become common in Australia over the past couple
of years, and appears to be used by writers with very different environmental objectives, For
example, in the Age (I.V,90, p. 17), Geoffrey Blainey is reported as using the light/dark green
distinction in an address concerned with the interference by green activists with what Blainey
considered to be good economic management of the country, In a politically different context,
Rosaleen Love reports British environmentalist Jonathon Porritt using the distinction at an
ecopolitics conference in Sydney in April 1991 ('Should Australia have a green party?' Austral
ian society, May 1991, pp, 6-7).

12
4 David Meagher, The Macmillan dictionary of the Australian environment, South Mel

bourne, 1991, p. 180.
Hj The Save Lake Pedder Committee was founded in 1967, The period from 1972 onwards

marked the peak of opposition. See William J. Lines, op. cit. (16), pp, 222-4, for details,
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a last 'fling', and the older-style conservationists were the leaders of the
movement. It is not accurate to describe the opponents of the Little Desert
as 'eco-activists' (as William Lines has done). 126 They came from a different
conservation tradition. Their style of operation was lobbying, negotiating,
chatting with friends in high places. There was no direct action, no radical or
'Earth First!' element which opposed the government by non-violent or
violent means. In Samuel Hays' terms, they were still concerned with nature
conservation rather than environmentalism. I 27

As has been shown, the Little Desert dispute marked both a convergence
and a divide in the conservation movement. It was indeed a watershed. But
the very appropriation of the watershed metaphor itself described a certain
type of ecological consciousness. A technical utilitarian conservationist term
from the language of scientists moved into the realm of widespread meta
phor. The choice of metaphor itself has dated. Latter day greens label their
conservation victories as battles fought and won (though often by non
violent means).128 The Little Desert dispute was about negotiation, not war,
and working the system, not revolution.

126 Ibid., p. 22 5. 127 Hays, op. cit. (35), esp. ch. 1, 'From conservation to environment'.
128 !an Watson, Fighting over the forests, Sydney, 1990 (for example, 'Sally Johnston', pp. 83

4); and J. G. Mosley and J. Messer, eds., Fighting for wilderness, Sydney, 1984 (Part [: 'Battles
lost and won'; Part II: 'Winning future battles') are two Australian examples.
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