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The process of establishment of conservation reserves in NSW began in 1866 with the allocation 
of the first area of public land primarily for conservation. Since then the area of public land 
allocated to conservation has progressively increased.  This has been complemented by some 
relatively minor purchases of private property over time.

Reserves to protect spectacular natural features and lookouts began to be created in NSW in 1866
with the Fish River (Jenolan) Caves. The ‘National Park’ (now Royal NP, south of Sydney) was 
gazetted on 26 April 1879 as the second national park in the world. However, rather than being 
established to protect its natural values it was a Crown reserve, established for ornamental 
gardens, racecourses, recreational pursuits and an artillery range. In 1894 Ku-ring-gai Chase 
National Park was the first reserve to be established primarily for nature conservation.

The Cape Byron Headland Reserve was established in 1903 for “public recreation and the 
preservation of native flora”.  Mount Warning National Park was one of NSW’s early parks, being 
protected in 1920.  Agitation for more national parks in north-east NSW gained momentum through
the 20th century.  

The United States’ system of ‘wilderness areas’ (changed to ‘primitive areas’ in 1929) administered
by the US Forest Service was an inspiration to a growing number of bushwalkers around Sydney. 
Frawley (1988) considers:

The wilderness preservation movement had its roots in the Romanticism of the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries with its enthusiasm for wild forested and 
mountainous country, and later the philosophy of Transcendentalism, as espoused by 



Emerson and Thoreau, which, in the relationship between humans, nature and God argued 
for the spiritual value of wild and natural country

Because the concept of national parks had become debased by their emphasis on roads, 
recreational infrastructure and commercial use, in the 1930s Sydney bushwalkers promoted the 
creation of ‘Primitive Reserves’ and the zoning of primitive areas within national parks (Prineas and
Gold 1983). The Tallowa Primitive Reserve was created in 1934, and many more were proposed 
for reservation, including the Upper Hastings in north-east NSW.

The National Parks and Wildlife Service was established by the National Parks and Wildlife Act 
1967 by the amalgamation of officers formerly attached to the Fauna Protection Panel and the 
Parks and Reserve Branch of the Department of Lands. The prime objectives of the legislation 
were: the reservation of national and state parks and historic sites already in existence or to be 
provided in the future; and their preservation, care, control and management, and to these ends, 
the bringing together in one service the related functions of national parks and fauna and flora 
protection.  

The Act identified twenty five areas, as National Parks, State Parks and Historic Sites, though most
areas were already reserved.

When speaking to the bill the responsible Minister the Hon. Tom Lewis MLA, Minister for Lands 
and Mines, stated (1 December 1966):

...one of the primary objects of this legislation is to put aside sufficient land within this vast 
State to be preserved for all time for the enjoyment of the natural solitude and beauty within
various areas of the State. In addition, and certainly with equal importance, is the need to 
halt civilisation’s extinction of the various animal and bird life within our shores.

In the 1960’s and 70’s there were major additions to the national park estate in north-east NSW.

The report ‘Wilderness in Australia’ (Helman et. al. 1976) identified 20 wilderness areas in eastern 
NSW and gave focus to the wilderness campaign started in the 1930s.  Helman et. al. (1976) state:

"The greatest single benefit of retaining large natural areas is not the immediate value 
placed on these areas by contemporary society but their worth to future generations. These
areas are certainly valuable at present for recreation and scientific study, but their value, as
they become fewer, will increase" 

While the protection of specific rainforest stands extends back to the early 1900s, the Rainforest 
Campaign effectively started in the early 1970’s with efforts to protect then virgin rainforests on the 
Wiangaree and Lever’s Plateaus in the ranges along the NSW-Queensland Border. Concerns over
other rainforest areas arose during the next decade. Sydney conservation groups joined efforts to 
protect the Border Ranges in the mid 1970’s as part of their wilderness campaign.  They 
succeeded in making it into a significant political issue, but only managed to achieve the promise of
a narrow park along the border. When concerned locals took direct action to protect rainforest at 
Terania Creek in August 1979 the media coverage dramatically brought the issue of rainforest 
logging to the nation’s attention. Thereafter the campaign broadened into a thematic rainforest 
campaign, though remained focussed on specific areas.

Following Terania Creek the Forestry Commission argued for a phasing out of rainforest logging 
subject to existing commitments.  The problem was that most rainforest under their control was 
already committed.  In 1979 the Forestry Commission identified that there were 8 sawmills 
processing 52,820 cubic metres of rainforest timber each year and employing 487 people.  The 
timeframes for completing rainforest logging, and ending the employment dependent on it, ranged 
from 1982 to 1996.  

On 26 October 1982 the Government of Premier Wran made its historic ‘Rainforest Decision’. The 
end result was 118,000ha being transferred to National Parks and 1,800 hectares to flora reserves.



Rainforest logging continued on State Forests, with a variety of areas that had been previously 
protected opened up for logging, though the claimed intent was to phase out rainforest logging 
within 10 years.

Community campaigns to protect oldgrowth forests extend back to the first attempts to establish 
reserves in NSW, however, back then the emphasis was on specific areas of unlogged natural 
forests.  It has always been the aesthetic appeal of natural forests and landscapes that has 
primarily motivated people to protect them.  It has been the emotional appeal of oldgrowth forests 
that stirred people into direct action and ignited the conservation blockades of recent history. In the
late 1980’s localised campaigns in north-east NSW began to become focussed on the concept of 
oldgrowth eucalypt forest.

The North East Forest Alliance was formed in June 1989 in response to numerous proposals to log
the last accessible areas of oldgrowth forests on public land in north-east NSW.  NEFA’s primary 
objectives were to protect all oldgrowth forests, rainforest, wilderness and threatened species.  The
formation of NEFA represents the commencement of the concerted Oldgrowth Campaign in north-
east NSW.

Soon after its formation, the North East Forest Alliance held its first blockade at North Washpool in 
1989 to stop logging of oldgrowth rainforest and eucalypt forest in the (North) Washpool 
Wilderness.  This was followed by a blockade to stop logging of oldgrowth forest at Chaelundi in 
1990 in the Guy Fawkes River wilderness.  Thereafter NEFA has had many blockades to protect 
areas of oldgrowth forest and wilderness.  

As a result of two successful court cases by NEFA (Mt. Royal and Chaelundi), with threats of many
more to follow, over Forests NSWs failure to prepare Environmental Impact Statements (EISs) 
prior to logging oldgrowth forests, the State Government was soon left with no alternative but to 
commit to undertaking EISs.  On the 24th June 1990 Premier Greiner launched 'Meeting the 
Environmental Challenge: A Forestry Strategy', which was an undertaking to prepare 
Environmental Impact Statements (EISs) for some 180 000 ha of oldgrowth forest. Announcing 
"180,000 hectares of timber in 14 oldgrowth forests would be subject to environmental studies" and
"...it is important to examine these forests and their values in considerable detail, evaluate the 
options for land use, and determine those areas where logging can be undertaken using sensitive 
management practices in order to lessen and ameliorate the environmental impact."

When the details were released, oldgrowth areas in Jenner, Mt. Royal, Oakwood, London Bridge 
and Riamukka State Forests had been deleted, reducing the area to be protected by some 10,400 
ha. The Forestry Commission reneged on Greiner's announcement by only protecting 169,600 ha. 
Many other stands of oldgrowth had been totally excluded from consideration.
The NSW Government used a contrived crisis over the Endangered Fauna (Interim Protection) Act 
1991 to get its Timber Industry (Interim Protection) Act through parliament in March 1991.  Rather 
than addressing issues with endangered fauna, it basically exempted the Forestry Commission 
from having to comply with the EP&A Act for logging oldgrowth and other forests outside specified 
oldgrowth and wilderness moratorium areas while they prepared EIS’s for 21 management areas 
according to a set timetable.  

The NSW Government intended to use the EIS process to complete the reserve system.  It was left
up to the Forestry Commission to decide where to locate the reserves, with the only apparent 
objectives being to protect about 10% of each of five broad groupings of forest types over all public
lands while minimising timber losses.  The proposed reserves were mostly unloggable forests on 
steep slopes and poor soils, or forests that had been logged or were proposed for logging. Most of 
the reserves were proposed as informal reserves that could be altered at the Forestry 
Commission’s discretion, with logging allowed in many.

The first EIS for Mount Royal was refused by the Minister for Planning, and the next two were 
heavily conditioned. With a legal challenge by NEFA to the draft Dorrigo EIS, and the Minister for 



Planning about to refuse it, the Forestry Commission hastily withdrew it.  This was the last straw for
the EIS process which, despite numerous time extensions, was in a shambles.  The NSW 
Government’s $15 million EIS strategy had failed and they were left with no alternative but to 
announce a temporary freeze on EISs while they tried to find a way out of the mess created by the 
Forestry Commission.

The NSW Government’s refusal to heed calls for the protection of oldgrowth forests and denial of 
the need to improve the reserve system generated community angst and forest conflicts.  At the 
same time the NSW Government was embarking on its EIS folly, the Commonwealth was 
identifying means of satisfying its obligations for the national estate, world heritage, export 
woodchipping, and biodiversity.  This led to the formulation of a National Forest Policy Statement in
1992, which committed both Commonwealth and State Governments, to establish a 
Comprehensive, Adequate and Representative (CAR) reserve system by the end of 1995 for public
lands, with the inclusion of necessary forest from private land by 1998. To achieve this agreed 
national reserve criteria were to be developed and applied in a systematic manner to fill gaps in the
existing reserve system.  

It was not until the election of the Carr Goverment in 1995 that this agreed national forestry reform 
process began to be implemented in NSW.  Since 1995 the area of formal reserves in north-east 
NSW has almost doubled to now include almost 19.7% of the region.  However, this hides the fact 
that more than one quarter of all reserves in the region are sandstone reserves in the Sydney 
Basin, at the far south of the region.  The entire area south of the Hunter River is a separate 
biogeographical zone which represents an entirely separate bioregion from north-east NSW.  
When only that part of north-east NSW that lies north of the Hunter River is considered, the area 
currently reserved is 16.4% of the region.

Prior to the forestry reform process, which the NSW Labor Party commenced soon after they took 
Government in 1995, there was 1.03 million hectares of National Park estate in north-east NSW, of
which approximately 500,000 hectares were sandstone reserves in the Sydney Basin.   The 
remaining 530,000 ha was spread throughout the region north of the Hunter River and it was 
significantly biased towards steep and infertile areas (Pressey et al. 1996).   It was generally 
comprised of dry gorges along the Great Escarpment or large areas of coastal heath or rainforest, 
while productive tall eucalypt forests were poorly represented.

Table 1 shows the additions to the National Park estate each year since 1995 as a result of the 
forestry reform process.   The forestry reform process has directly resulted in the formal 
reservation of some 737,720 hectares of forest in north-east NSW between 1995 and June 2006. 

Table 1 Area of new formal reserves (National Parks, Nature Reserves and State Conservation 
Areas) each year since 1995 as a result of the Forest Reform Process

Year Process Area (hectares)*
1995 24 New Parks Election Promise 14,107
1996 Interim Assessment Process 172,012
1998 Comprehensive Regional Assessment 386,627
1999 Vacant Crown Land 40,667
2002 Forest Management Zones, Wilderness 81,667
2003 Forest Icon Areas 42,522
2006 Delayed transfers 118

TOTAL 737,720
* Areal figures produced by direct GIS reporting against NPWS estate layer.

Including freehold and Crown leasehold areas purchased by NPWS and gazetted as National 
Parks estate and lands dedicated as a result of other processes, the total area of new National 
Parks estate in north-east NSW since 1995 has increased by some one million hectares to 2.03 
million hectares. Most of these areas are north of the Hunter River where the size of the reserve 
system has more than doubled since 1995.  (Figure 1).



In addition to these increases in the National Parks estate, there have also been increases in the 
informal reserve system in north-east NSW over the same period with the placement of some 
310,000 hectares of State Forest in the region in Special Management Zones which are protected 
from logging under the Forestry Act 1916. 

There are two remaining assessment processes that are still theoretically underway in the region.  
A further 40,000 hectares of Special Management Zones, many of them identified wilderness 
areas, have been earmarked for future transfer to National Parks estate pending voluntary 
acquisition of leasehold interests.  The vacant Crown land assessment process is also on-going, 
with a further 30,000 hectares still being considered for transfer to the National Parks estate.

Despite the major increases in the reserve system in north-east NSW as a result of the Forest 
Reform process, most forest types, animals and plants remain well below the national reserve 
targets.  North east NSW still does not have a reserve system that satisfies the criteria of 
comprehensive, adequate or representative, nor the national reserve criteria. (See: CAR 
Reserves).

The Government’s attempts to improve the outcomes, by counting informal reserves and “values 
protected by prescription” towards reserve targets, still leaves north east NSW with the worst forest
reserve system in Australia. This is a shameful outcome for a forest area identified as one of the 
world’s 35 biodiversity hotspots and, in part, one of Australia’s 15 biodiversity hotspots.
In the CRA process extensive studies of regional community structures and economics were 
undertaken.  Given the Government’s unwillingness to interfere with market forces by directing 
where the timber had to be processed, the availability of specific volumes of quota quality sawlogs 
became the most significant surrogate for economic impacts.

In a deal with the timber industry the NSW Government placed a 20 year timber supply limit of 
270,000 m3 per annum of large quota sawlogs on reserve outcomes, complementing this with 
multi-million dollar industry assistance packages. The intent was to continue logging unsustainably 
for 20 years until 2018 before reducing logging down to a sustainable level.  In 2003 this was 
extended to 2023.

CAR Reserves
Identifying the Recreational Value of Reserves
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