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Foreword
To distil the essence of Outback Queensland and what makes it 
such a unique place into a few hundred words of text is a tall order.

How exactly do you sum up tens of thousands of years of culture 

and learning, language and art, species and landscape evolution into 

a few sentences?

As the peak tourism body for the region, it’s our job to connect 

domestic and international visitors with positive, memorable 

experiences of people and nature in our Outback.

Nature-based tourism refers to experiences that increase visitor 

appreciation and understanding of natural and cultural heritage 

values. Our research shows that people are increasingly looking for 

these experiences in their leisure time.

In fact, nature tourism and its capitalisation on Queensland’s rich 

biodiversity, wildlife and landscapes is a key competitive tourism 

advantage that has the potential to become an important driver to 

grow visitor expenditure in the state to $30 billion by 2020 (State of 

Queensland 2013).

Visitors’ experiences are enriched by the outstanding natural and 

cultural values they encounter across our state and nowhere are 

these values more on show than in our Outback.

Outback Queensland is the most naturally-intact part of our state - 

rich in species diversity and full of landscapes that look and function 

much as they did thousands of years ago.

That gives us a uniquely powerful drawcard for visitors.

People are, increasingly, looking to wander off the beaten track, 

to explore new places, to venture further afield into unfamiliar 

territory and to connect with people living vastly different lives 

from their own.

The increased desire for nature-based Outback experiences is 

stronger among domestic than international visitors, but has 

increased across the generations.

We welcome the ‘grey nomads’ who’ve traditionally been big 

Outback travellers and families keen to disconnect their children 

from digital devices and bring them out into the wild for a week-

long adventure.

We’ve noted and welcomed the rise of the Instagram generation 

too - twenty-something-year-old travellers keen to find spectacular 

landscapes to explore, photograph and be photographed in.

There is little separation between people and nature in Outback 

Queensland. Our communities rely closely on their relationships 

with the land. For many visitors from more settled parts of the 

planet, that’s the biggest part of the appeal.

Our Outback is a wonderful, colourful, vast and disparate place. It’s a 

place of expansive skies, wonderful wildlife and stories still to be told.

Above all, it’s a place more and more visitors want to spend time 

in. Ensuring we continue to value the unique natural assets of 

our Outback, and the many people who work to manage and 

support those assets, is vitally important to the future of tourism in 

Outback Queensland.

Peter Homan
General Manager of 
Outback Queensland 
Tourism Association
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Executive Summary
Outback Queensland is one of the few great natural places remaining on 
Earth. It is a place of many contrasts; simultaneously harsh and inhospitable 
and lush and inviting, mysterious and unknown, familiar and iconic.

Outback Queensland covers a vast 1.1 million square kilometres, 

almost two-thirds of the state, and makes up 20 percent of the 

Australian Outback (Woinarski et al. 2014).

It’s carved up into four major regions: Cape York, Gulf Country, 

the Simpson Desert and the Channel Country. These regions 

are home to a staggering diversity of iconic and rare plants and 

animals.

Outback Queensland is also home to 88,000 Queenslanders, 

working across a range of industries and living in diverse and 

scattered communities. Both Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

residents from across the Outback share a strong bond with the 

landscapes they call home, with Indigenous people sharing a 

connection that stretches back tens of thousands of years.

Since European settlement, pastoralism has defined the use of 

much of our Outback landscape. It’s played a significant role 

in shaping the modern culture of what we perceive makes us 

quintessentially Australian.

The Outback has played a defining role in Queensland’s past and 

it’s played a significant role in shaping the modern culture we 

perceive as quintessentially Australian.

What it lacks in facilities and ease of access, Outback Queensland  

more than makes up for with phenomenal natural wonder, so 

it’s little surprise it holds growing appeal for visitors seeking 

unique, nature-based experiences. Outback tourism is booming as 

travellers of all ages increasingly look to get off the beaten track in 

their leisure time.

It also holds considerable opportunity for the growing carbon 

farming industry. Recent analysis indicates that with the right 

policy settings, this industry in Queensland could grow to around 

$8 billion by 2030 (Energetics 2017).

The Outback is well-placed to help growing carbon, tourism and 

sustainable agricultural industries - industries that are all reliant on 

healthy landscapes to thrive.

The condition of many Outback environments and their ecological 

processes is affected by human activity.

Thorny Devil. Photo Credit: Angus Emmott.
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Often, nature is seen as existing in competition to people. People’s 

need for land, water and other resources in populated areas often 

means that nature loses out. However, the problem for nature in 

Outback Queensland is too few people managing the land.

People are working every day to make our Outback landscapes 

healthier. Without active land management, our remote 

landscapes quickly decline in health while the species they support 

either decline or disappear altogether.

The exact causes for this vary from landscape to landscape, 

but changed and altered fire regimes and increased invasions 

by noxious weeds and feral animals remain the leading causes 

(Woinarski et al. 2014).

Unfortunately, the symbiotic relationship between people and 

nature in Outback Queensland has become stretched. Much of 

Outback Queensland’s landscape now has fewer people, non-

Indigenous or Indigenous, on it than at any time in the last 50,000 

years.

The work of land management now falls on fewer shoulders, 

creating an increasingly unmanageable burden that’s seeing our 

Outback declining in health.

Our Outback is one of the very few great natural places left on 

Earth. To keep it healthy and to maintain its nature, its wildlife, its 

people and its economies, it must be given more support.

Our Outback needs people. Photo credit: Annette Ruzicka.
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Quick facts on 
Outback Queensland

1.1 million 
square kilometres

    2088,000
The area of Outback Queensland.

The percentage of the Australian 
Outback that’s in Queensland.

The number of people who call 
Outback Queensland home.

792,000 4,580 180
The number of jobs sustained by 
Outback Queensland’s tourism 

industry.

Species of birds are found in the 
Simpson Desert.

The number of people who visited 
Outback Queensland in the year up 

to June 2017

Queensland is 
the most biodiverse 

state in Australia.

Outback Queensland 
is the most naturally intact 
landscape in Queensland.

The term ‘Outback Queensland’ 
covers a diverse range of 

landscapes, from the tropical 
rainforests of Cape York to the 

red dunes of the Simpson Desert.

    20    20    20
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Outback Queensland
Outback Queensland is one of the few great natural places remaining on 
Earth. It is a place of many contrasts; simultaneously harsh and inhospitable 
and lush and inviting, mysterious, unknown, familiar and iconic.

Outback Queensland is a place of internationally significant 

natural value. It’s one of the few great natural places remaining on 

Earth; a place of many contrasts in its landscapes, wildlife 

and communities. 

It’s a place that has defined much of the myth and legend of 

Queensland, told and retold through generations of song and story, 

and helped shape the identity of the modern ‘Queenslander.’

By definition, areas defined as ‘Outback’ are different from the 

more settled coastal areas of Queensland, and share a common 

set of characteristics: remoteness, low population density, largely 

unmodified environments and relatively infertile soils.

Outback Queensland covers a vast 1.1 million square kilometres, 

almost two-thirds of the state, and makes up 20 percent of the 

Australian Outback (Woinarski et al. 2014).

It’s usefully carved up into four major regions: Cape York, Gulf 

Country, the Simpson Desert and the Channel Country.

These four regions highlight the diversity of our Outback, boasting 

landscapes that are unlike anything else on earth and, often, unlike 

each other.

The regions are also home to a staggering diversity of iconic and 

rare plants and animals - the palm cockatoo and the night parrot, 

the bilby and the red kangaroo, the perentie and frill-necked lizard, 

and many more. Figure one: The 65% of Queensland classified as Outback 
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Queensland has 70% of Australia’s mammals, 80% of its native 

birds and more than 50% of its native reptiles, frogs and plant 

species (Business Queensland 2018).

Queensland is home to nearly 10,000 different plant species, 

more than any other state in Australia, with an average of 20 new 

plant species discovered each year (State of Queensland 2017).

Many of these species are found only in the Outback.

The diverse living landscapes of Outback Queensland have 

played a fundamental role in shaping our identity, both as 

Queenslanders and Australians.

Outback Queensland is one of the most naturally intact 

places on Earth. It’s a part of our national psyche and a key 

component of our state’s identity. It has shaped our culture and 

provided the backdrop for our songs and poetry, bedtime and 

campfire stories; tales of failure and triumph over adversity for 

thousands of years.

It is, quite simply, one of the world’s last great places and as such, 

it deserves its place at the forefront of our consciousness when 

we go about defining the values of our state.

Pastoralism has shaped much of the modern identity of Queensland. 

Bilbies are a much-loved Outback Queensland icon.  
Photo Credit: Minden pictures. 
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Icons of the Queensland Outback

Icons of the 
Queensland 
Outback

Simpson Desert
The Simpson Desert is the largest 
parallel sand dune desert in 
the world and stretches across 
Queensland, the Northern Territory 
and South Australia. It’s home to 
hundreds of plants, around 180 birds 
and many mammals and reptiles, 
including specialised desert wildlife 
like the spinifex hopping mouse and 
thorny devil. Its biggest sand dune, 
Queensland’s ‘Big Red’, is a favourite 
for tourists looking for the ultimate 
4WD adventure.

Icons of the Queensland Outback
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Gulf Country
From its beaches and coastal 
waters where sea turtles 
nest and dugongs feed, to its 
grasslands - where termites 
build towering mounds - and 
its World Heritage fossil 
site, the Gulf Country is a 
fascinating study in Outback 
contrasts. It’s part of a great 
swathe of savanna that covers 
all of the northern Australia. 
In years of big rains, its 
fl oodplains spill over, forming 
a vast wetland covering more 
than a million hectares.

Channel Country
The Channel Country’s three rivers - the Georgina River, Diamantina River and Cooper 
Creek - are among the last free-fl owing desert rivers on Earth. They bring life to the 
dry heart of Australia, attracting vast fl ocks of water birds to feed and breed. They also 
sustain one of Australia’s largest organic beef industries. The region is home to some of 
Australia’s most endangered animals including bilbies.

Cape York
Cape York is one of the most 
spectacular natural places left 
on Earth. It features the world’s 
largest intact tropical savanna, 
dense rainforests, mangroves, 
dozens of major river systems and 
is home to unique wildlife like the 
palm cockatoo, tree kangaroo 
and bird of paradise. It’s also a 
place rich in cultural values, where 
Traditional Owner’s connection to 
country remains strong.
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Icons of the Queensland Outback

Channel Country

The Mithaka people’s traditional country is bordered by 
Cooper Creek in the east and the Diamantina River in 
the west. The mowana (budgerigar), multhuri (pelican), 
magwiri (stork), miljoori (spoonbill) and munkerran (white 
ibis) have shaped stories that represent Mithaka families, 
the names of their clans and language groups. These stories 
are one demonstration of  Mithaka people’s connection to 
country, history and ancestral heritage. They continue to 
form the basis for governing laws and relationships and 
they connect country and water to the people and maintain 
the Mithaka way of being. (Kingsford 2017).

In the far west of Queensland, three great river systems - the 
Georgina, the Diamantina and the Cooper - wind through the 
landscape, moving life-giving water from the tropical north 
into the arid centre towards Lake Eyre in South Australia.

For years at a time, these rivers may not flow, reducing them to 

a series of pools. But, when the rains return, the water winds 

through hundreds of iconic braided channels, spilling out and 

submerging millions of hectares of floodplains. This vast natural 

area is the site of one of the planet’s most spectacular natural 

phenomena and is globally recognised as one of the world’s last 

great internally-draining and free-flowing wetland systems (State 

of Queensland 2016a).

Because of this amazing natural irrigation system, the Channel 

Country is an arid landscape that supports more than 50 

ecosystems including coolibah woodland, sand plains and vast 

dune fields (State of Queensland 2017). Unlike the Murray-Darling 

river system to its east and south, in the Channel Country there 

are no massive dams or diversions of water. The waters, when they 

flow, still go where nature intended them to go; filling waterholes 

and creating vast inland seas. This attracts waterbirds from 

thousands of kilometres away to breed on wetlands brimming with 

plant and insect life.

Away from the floodplains are a wide mix of landscapes - mulga 

and gidgee woodlands, harsh rolling plains of gibber - small red-

black stones with only a thin scattering of grasses and herbs.

These landscapes play host to a hugely diverse range of species.

The Channel Country is one of the last refuges for some of 

Australia’s most endangered animals. Idalia National Park is home 

to yellow-footed rock wallabies.

There are bilbies and kowaris at Diamantina National Park, while 

Bladensburg National Park hosts the largest known population of 

endangered Julia Creek dunnarts on a national park.

Scientists and land managers at Pullen Pullen Nature Refuge, 

managed by Bush Heritage Australia, are currently working 

to bring the endangered night parrot back from the brink of 

extinction.

Like much of Outback Queensland, the Channel Country has 

many Traditional Owners, each drawing on the landscape and the 

nature it supports for the foundation of stories, tradition and laws.
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Icons of the Queensland Outback

The living landscapes of the Channel Country have not only 

sustained generations of families on the land, but have also shaped 

the fabric of the Australian identity.

The Channel Country’s largest population centre is Longreach, 

but small Outback towns lie scattered all through the landscape. 

Birdsville, Boulia, Bedourie, Winton, Thargomindah and others are 

home to small communities of Queenslanders who choose to live 

life away from the bright lights of the cities and under the bright 

lights of Outback stars.

Legends of the Overflow
The living landscapes of the Channel Country have not only 
sustained generations of families on the land, but have also 
shaped the fabric of the modern Australian identity.

Banjo Paterson drew extensively on his love of Outback 
Queensland landscapes and characters through much of 
his career, with his most famous work, Waltzing Matilda, 
inspired by the Outback Queensland location of Combo 
Waterhole.

In his seminal 1958 study The Australian Legend, academic 
Russel Ward said it was the men of the pastoral frontier, 
drovers like Paterson’s Clancy of The Overflow, who 
created the “national mystique” - the qualities of the 
quintessential Australian.

Paterson, among many other writers and artists, 
romanticised the characters and the landscapes that 
created them, because Australians realised it was these 
bushmen and women who possessed characteristics that 
were different from any others, making them uniquely 
Australian.

You won’t find many drovers walking big mobs of cattle 
down the legendary Birdsville Track and along Cooper 
Creek anymore - the road trains have taken over - but the 
Channel Country is still great cattle country with a thriving 
organic beef business run by people who still share a lot in 
common with Clancy of the Overflow.

These towns have played a part in our history that belies their 

small size - the birthplace of drovers and poets, authors and artists, 

sports stars, explorers and adventurers.

As the fertile heartland of arid Australia, the floodplains support 

prime grazing lands. This is Australia’s largest organic farming 

region, where the native pastures need no input aside from natural, 

beneficial flooding.

Maintaining the natural river flows of Cooper Creek and the 

Diamantina and Georgina rivers is essential for ensuring that the 

Channel Country habitat, and the people and wildlife that rely 

upon it, are protected for the long-term.

Figure two: Key Ecological features of the Channel Country. 
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Icons of the Queensland Outback

The Simpson Desert. Photo Credit: Dan Proud.
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Simpson Desert
It is desert, but far from deserted. It is one of the hottest 
and driest places on the continent, yet brims with plant and 
animal life, much of which is found nowhere else on Earth.

The mighty 180,000 square kilometre Simpson Desert is a huge 

sweep of red sand plains and dunes that stretches from far western 

Queensland into the Northern Territory and South Australia. It 

is the largest parallel sand dune desert on Earth, featuring 1100 

towering dunes running north-south as far as the eye can see.

The big red dunes dominate the landscape but between them lie 

wide dune swales - small flats a kilometre or more wide.

The Simpson Desert, one of Australia’s ten Outback deserts, is 

a place so remote and so dry that the first complete crossing by 

European settlers was not made until 1936.

Unlike some of the mobile dunes in the highly arid Sahara Desert 

in Africa, the dunes of the Simpson are well-vegetated and are 

largely immobile, held in place by grasses, shrubs and small trees.

Like all Australian deserts, the Simpson is full of life, boasting 

no less than 180 bird species (State of Queensland 2015). The 

region also has hundreds of plant species- spinifex, herbs, cane-

grass, turkey bush and wattles. Along the creek lines that flow 

after rain are coolabahs, the famed ‘eucalypt of the west’.

On the edge of the desert, the Channel Country dramatically 

intrudes into the dune country. The Georgina River flows into 

the desert and, when flooded, punches water dramatically along 

the dune swales on the way south towards Lake Eyre.

Most of the Queensland parts of the Simpson Desert are now in 

conservation reserves - including Munga-Thirri National Park 

Icons of the Queensland Outback

Figure three: Key ecological features of the Simpson Desert 
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and former pastoral properties owned by Bush Heritage Australia 

that are now run as nature refuges.

Munga-Thirri National Park is the state’s largest protected area, 

created in 1967. It is the country of the Wangkangurru and 

Jeljendi people.

Because of extreme summer temperatures that can exceed 50 

degrees, the park is closed each summer - but in winter its rugged 

tracks come alive with four wheel drivers for whom an epic 

crossing is all about the journey, not the destination. The biggest 

dunes, in the east of the desert, are over 30 metres high and 

include the famous Big Red near the town of Birdsville, adding to 

the sense of fun for intrepid adventurers.

Just a sprinkle of rain in the Simpson Desert can bring on one of the 

world’s most astonishing displays of desert wildflowers, making the 

area a favourite for naturalists and wildflower enthusiasts.

Like all Outback deserts, the Simpson desert has seen substantial 

loss of native wildlife since European settlement. Changes in fire 

management and the introduction of feral animals have played a 

significant role in this shift.

There is now an urgent need to bring back active land management 

to the country to manage invasive species such as feral camels and 

uncontrolled wildfires (Woinarski et al. 2014).

Spinifex and the  
animals that rely on it
Many of the animals that call the Simpson Desert home live 
amongst a plant family that exemplifies Outback resilience - 
spinifex grass.

Spinifex grasses are hardy and adaptable, providing the 
habitat of choice for many of the Outback’s lizards, birds, 
insect and small mammals, like the spinifex hopping mouse.

Spinifex seeds are an important food source for desert birds 
and rodents, but it is termites and ants that really thrive on 
the Simpson’s vast expanse of spinifex, providing a rich food 
source for a diverse range of lizards, including the iconic 
Australian lizard, the thorny devil.

The dominant spinifex variety of the Simpson is lobed 
spinifex, which covers the swales and lower dune faces in 
almost all parts of the desert.

It is just one of about 65 species of spinifex found across vast 
areas of the Outback - all of them found only in Australia. 
These hummock grasslands thrive on Australia’s poorest and 
most arid soils and represent the most extensive vegetation 
type in Australia, covering 22 percent of the continent.

It is spinifex that has stopped the Simpson becoming a 
Sahara-like desert of bare, shifting sands.

Spinifex was also important to Aboriginal technology. Its 
resin was a crucially important glue for making and repairing 
implements while the spiky grass itself was used for making 
art or constructing shelters and fishing nets.

The resin is extremely volatile and the plant readily bursts 
into flame when there is fire. Spinifex are highly adapted to 
the fire-stick farming that Aboriginal people carried out over 
thousands of years in arid areas of the Outback.

Spinifex on Pullen Pullen Reserve. Photo credit: Annette Ruzicka. 

A fat-tailed dunnart. Photo Credit: Angus Emmott. 

Icons of the Queensland Outback
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The Gulf Country
South of the Gulf of Carpentaria lies the Gulf Country 
- a great swathe of savanna country and wetlands, 
stretching from the Northern Territory border in the west 
to the edge of Cape York Peninsula in the east.  

From its beaches and coastal waters where sea turtles nest and 

dugongs feed, to its grasslands where termites build towering 

mounds and cattle graze on vast stations, to the mines and industry 

of Mount Isa and the World Heritage fossil site of Riversleigh, the 

Gulf is a fascinating study in Outback contrasts.

The vast bulk of the Gulf is a swathe of tropical savanna that covers 

all of northern Australia, from the Cape to the Kimberley. It is the 

largest tropical savanna remaining on Earth.  Nearly 70 percent of 

the world’s tropical savanna woodlands has been cleared, leaving 

only 3.7 million square kilometres of intact savanna (Woinarski 

et al. 2014). More than half of the world’s remaining savanna 

woodland is found in Northern Australia, making the conservation 

and management of these landscapes an issue of international 

significance.

Land and tidal seas intertwine over vast areas along the coast, 

creating a complex of inter-tidal mud-flats, salty clay pans, 

mangroves, freshwater swamps and beach dunes. During big 

wet seasons, the Gulf rivers pour flood waters into the coastal 

wetlands. Great sheets of water spill out from the estuaries, joining 

up from river to river to form a great aggregated wetland along 

most of the Gulf coastline.

Following heavy rains, these become some of Australia’s largest 

wetlands- covering over a million hectares of land, an area the size 

of metropolitan Brisbane. Many waterbirds breed in the wetland 

and the mudflats support large populations of wading birds, many 

Icons of the Queensland Outback

Figure four: Key ecological features of the Gulf Country.  
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of them summer migrants from the Northern Hemisphere. The 

wetlands and woodlands of the Gulf are internationally recognised 

for providing vital habitat for tens of thousands of migratory 

birds and iconic species like the magpie goose, sarus crane and 

Australian pelican (BirdLife International 2018).

During the winter, these wetlands attract fishing enthusiasts and 

tourists from all over Australia on the hunt for a prized ‘barra’.

Further to the south lie the red rocky hills of Kalkadoon Country 

around Mount Isa. The town of Mount Isa, built around the long 

standing lead-zinc mine, is the largest town in the Gulf. Smaller 

towns – including Burketown, Richmond, Julia Creek, Doomadgee, 

Karumba and Normanton - lie along the coast and along the main 

highway connecting Queensland’s east coast to the Northern 

Territory.

The Gulf encompasses many areas of cultural significance to 

Traditional Owners, with a diverse range of language groups 

calling the region home.

Icons of the Queensland Outback

Gulf Country, seen from above. Photo credit: Kerry Trapnell. 
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An Outback Oasis and Tourism Favourite

Riversleigh 
There is only one place in Outback Queensland that boasts 
World Heritage status - the Riversleigh fossil site in the Gulf.

It is one of the world’s most significant fossil deposits and 
the richest-known mammal deposit in Australia, hosting in 
its limestone outcrops the superbly preserved remains of 
unique Australian prehistoric animals from the last 25 million 
years.

It was given World Heritage status in 1994 because of its 
outstanding universal value when it comes to displaying 
major stages of Earth’s history and ongoing geological, 
ecological and biological processes (State of Queensland 
2016b).

The 10,000 hectare site is in the southern section of 
Boodjamulla (Lawn Hill) National Park on the traditional 
lands of the Waanyi people.

A visit to Riversleigh provides a fascinating insight into the 
process of fossilisation and the type of animals that have 
lived in Australia over a vast span of time.

It is also a place where research is helping scientists 
understand how animals coped when the environment 
changed dramatically from lush wet rainforests to dry 
grasslands.

It’s hoped that further research will not only discover new 
species of extinct fauna, but also help to conserve today’s 
mammals.

Lawn Hill Gorge 
Nearby is one of Outback Queensland’s most-loved 
campsites, Adel’s Grove. Chosen by the Queensland 
government in the 1920s as a place to experiment with 
growing tropical fruits irrigated by the creek, Adel’s Grove 
Camping Park has become a popular tourism destination 
that can host hundreds of guests a night and employs up to 
30 staff at its busiest times.

Its popularity is due to its location on the banks of Lawn Hill 
Creek – a stunning spring-fed body of crystal clear water. 
It’s an Outback magnet for those who want to swim, fish for 
barramundi, travel up Lawn Hill Gorge in a canoe, walk in 
Boodjamulla and visit the famous Riversleigh fossils.

The gorge, with its sandstone cliffs, is a tropical oasis 
teeming with lush vegetation and wildlife.

Icons of the Queensland Outback

Photo credit: Tourism Queensland.
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Cape York
Cape York is a global rarity - a huge area of tropical nature 
relatively untouched by industrialisation and intensive 
agriculture. It’s widely regarded as one of the most outstanding 
natural places remaining on Earth - brimming with plant and 
animal life, much of which is found nowhere else.

Although accounting for only three percent of the Australian 

continent, Cape York Peninsula contains 18.5% of Australia’s plant 

life (Crisp et al. 1999).

With more than 3500 plant species, of which at least 264 are found 

only in the region (Abrahams et al. 1995), Cape York’s unique 

and rich landscape remains a favourite of naturalists, four wheel 

drivers and those with an appetite for adventure.

The region’s biodiversity has drawn extensively from its previous 

connections to New Guinea, which it was linked to by land for 

much of the last three million years. The last link was severed just 

6000 to 8000 years ago (Woinarski et al. 2014).

The geography of the Cape York Peninsula is divided into distinct 

parts. Running along the east coast, the Great Dividing Range 

forms a distinct belt of low but rugged hill country. The higher 

parts form the McIlwraith Range - rugged hills of granite, much of 

it cloaked in tropical rainforest.

Here live distinctive rainforest species such as the palm cockatoo, 

cuscus and birds of paradise.

On the peninsula’s west coast, the country is flat and low in 

elevation, fringed by vast expanses of mangroves and wetlands. On 

the dark red soils grow tall elegant forests of Darwin stringybark. 

This is bauxite country- the raw ore from which aluminium is 

made- and there are extensive bauxite mines around the mining 

town of Weipa.

In great sweeps of the coastal country are plains of grasslands, on 

cracking black clay soils on which trees largely decline to grow. 

During the wet these become sheets of water - wetlands filled with 

birdlife.

Icons of the Queensland Outback

Photo credit: Kerry Trapnell. 
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Over the past twenty years, a process of voluntary purchase has 

returned many former pastoral leases to a mixture of Aboriginal 

freehold lands and Aboriginal-owned national parks and nature 

refuges.

It’s a landscape where the cultural traditions of Traditional 

Owners remain strong. Many Indigenous Ranger groups are now 

established on traditional lands and are working in active land 

management on country.

For many of those who don’t hail from the Cape, it remains a place 

they hope to visit. From nature-lovers to four wheel drivers, taking 

the Old Telegraph Track to the very tip of Cape York, mainland 

Australia’s most northerly point, remains a travel bucket list 

favourite.

Rinyirru (Lakefield) National Park
For those lucky enough to travel up Cape York, a stop at 
Rinyirru (Lakefield) National Park is considered a must.

Pink lotus lilies fluttering in the breeze are among more 
than 700 plant species found within Rinyirru National 
Park. The lagoon is part of a vast network of wetlands – 
freshwater and saltwater – brimming with life. Rinyirru 
sprawls across more than 5000 square kilometres of the 
Laura Basin, a vast plain with a web of rivers flowing north 
to Prince Charlotte Bay and the Great Barrier Reef.

With the coming of the wet season each year, the Hann, 
Kennedy, Bizant, Normanby, Deighton and Morehead rivers 
break their banks and flood vast areas, watering an array 
of ecosystems. During the dry the water retreats, leaving 
behind a patchwork of permanent wetlands, diverse 
grasslands, woodlands and forests of palms, paperbarks 
and eucalypts.

These permanent wetlands are particularly rich in natural 
diversity, supporting crocodiles, fish, turtles and an array of 
birds. Magnificent lily-covered lagoons are surrounded by 
grassland plains studded with magnetic termite mounds 
resembling tombstones and stands of tall cabbage palms 
that flower spectacularly just once before they die.

It’s a nature-lovers paradise and one of the best places 
to experience a little of what makes Cape York so 
extraordinary.

Photo credit: Kerry Trapnell.

Icons of the Queensland Outback

Figure five: Key ecological features of Cape York Peninsula.  
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Olkola Lands – A wild treasury 
It was an irresistible story that made its way from a remote 
corner of Cape York to the newsrooms of metropolitan 
Australia in 2015. Good news for science, bad news for 
arachnophobes, was how one report put it.

The discovery of 13 new species of spider were remarkably 
made in just one 10-day blitz on the lands of the Olkola people, 
proving once again how little is known in mainstream science 
about what exists in the vast Queensland Outback and how 
many species are out there, waiting to be discovered.

Rare fish and orchids were also discovered as part of the Bush 
Blitz, a joint research partnership between the Olkola traditional 
owners, Australian government, BHP Billiton and Earthwatch 
Australia that saw scientists from all over the country work with 
Olkola people to survey the biodiversity of their land on the 
Great Dividing Range. There were experts on plants, fish, reptiles, 
amphibians and, of course, spiders.

In 2014, five Cape York cattle stations were handed back to 
their traditional owners, the Olkola, meaning the clan now 
holds title to more than 800,000 hectares of their traditional 
county. The Olkola estate is a mosaic of conservation reserves, 
leasehold and Aboriginal freehold. It includes old cattle stations 
Strathmay, Crosbie, Dixie, Wulpan and Killarney. It includes the 
Kimba Plateau, the birthplace of many of the Cape’s rivers and 
a wild treasury of rare geology, flora and fauna.

There are nine threatened regional ecosystems. There are 
unusual mound spring, wetlands, tall forest, remnant rainforest, 
savanna woodlands. There is the extremely rare golden 
shouldered parrot, an Olkola totem and there’s the ‘dancing 
ground’, a place where the water table is so high that if you 
jump up and down the land will literally dance around you.

Icons of the Queensland Outback
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Brolgas on the move. Photo credit Dan Proud.

Bridled nailtail wallaby. Photo credit: Annette Ruzicka. Palm cockatoo. Credit: mauritius images GmbH / Alamy Stock Photo 

Icons of the Queensland Outback



Ann Ballinger of Stockholm Station. Photo Credit: Kerry Trapnell
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Outback People and Culture
Outback Queensland is home to 88,000 Queenslanders, working across 
a range of industries and living in diverse and scattered communities 
(ABS 2018).

Both Indigenous and non-Indigenous residents share a strong 

bond with the landscapes they call home.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ connection to 

country has stretched for many thousands of years and has forged 

much of the spirituality and cultural heritage that underpins not 

only Indigenous modern culture, but that of Australian society as 

a whole.

Ancient responsibilities guide the reciprocal relationship between 

Indigenous people and country and the contemporary enactment 

of these spiritual and cultural obligations is often referred to as 

Caring for Country (AIATSIS 2016).

The introduction of new plant and animal species by some 

European settlers paved the way for the current battles 

against noxious weeds and feral animals being fought across 

Outback Queensland.

Since the 1980s, there has been a revival of Indigenous land 

management practices and increasing recognition of native title, 

but there are still fewer people actively caring for the Outback than 

at any time in thousands of years (Woinarski et al. 2014).

While the communities of Outback Queensland today are as 

diverse as the landscapes they call home, there are common 

threads to the shared experience of life in Outback Queensland.

Managing country in isolated places where workers and resources 

can be difficult to access is challenging, whether you’re an 

Indigenous Ranger on Cape York or a Channel Country grazier.

But with the challenges comes great opportunities. There are 

significant advantages to living in these highly iconic, unique 

landscapes.

For many of the people who call the Outback home, there’s 

nowhere that comes close. The bright lights of the city have proven 

no match for the wide open spaces, tight-knit communities, 

abundance of nature, bright red earth and star-lit night skies of 

the Outback.

The Outback Queensland town of Thargomindah. Photo Credit: Aeropix.
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Pastoralism
Since European settlement, pastoralism has defined the use of much of 
our Outback landscape. 

The Queensland frontier days from the 1840s onwards saw a 

rush to select and settle vast tracts of land as pastoral operations, 

producing wool and meat. The search for grasslands and water 

drove selection of virtually all of remote Queensland as cattle and 

sheep stations by the early 1900s.  Small communities staffed the 

stations, and small towns scattered across remote Queensland 

provided basic services for the industry.   

Today, pastoralism remains the largest single land-use in 

Queensland. Grazing cattle, and to a lesser extent sheep and goats, 

remains a major employer across nearly all the remote landscapes.  

In many districts, station owners and their staff are the only 

residents.  Stock still graze on native grasses and other feeds in low 

densities across huge landscapes.  

However, increasing wage costs and changed terms of trade have 

meant that there are now fewer people working on most stations.  

This loss of people from the landscape has impacted heavily on 

many districts, with flow-on effects of fewer jobs and declining 

vital services such as schools, medical services, hotels and other 

businesses.  

From reducing feral animal populations and the presence of 

noxious weeds, pastoralists spend time and money managing 

threats to the landscape - work which benefits not only their 

properties, but also the landscape as a whole.  

Having pastoral landscapes that are grazed and managed 

sustainably is vital for the long-term health of the Outback 

pastoral industry, and its environment.  In some districts, 

alternative income sources like tourism and carbon farming are 

helping to provide additional income to sustain people and local 

communities.

Figure six: Beef cattle numbers in Queensland 
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A natural advantage
Winemakers like to talk about the terroir of their product. 
The Oxford Dictionary defi nes this French word as ‘the 
characteristic taste and fl avour imparted to a wine by the 
environment in which it is produced.’

It’s what makes a good wine special - a unique combination of 
climate, soil and aspect.

Being plain speakers of the English tongue, the cattle 
producers of the Channel Country in Outback Queensland 
prefer to describe the same phenomena as “nature’s 
seasoning” when selling their internationally-renowned OBE 
Organic beef.

OBE Organic was established in the Channel Country in the 
early 1990s and is the country’s oldest organic beef producer.

Today, the 30-odd operators that supply organic beef to OBE 
control 7.2 million hectares of the Outback - an area larger 
than Tasmania - and run about 70,000 head of cattle.

Before OBE came along, many Channel Country beef 

producers were already essentially producing organic cattle 
because their vast and remote properties have been virtually 
chemical-free, but earned no premium for their product. OBE 
created a supply chain for organic beef where previously 
there was none, one that rewarded being an Outback organic 
producer.

OBE Organic now has a program designed to improve the 
sustainability of its suppliers in the Channel Country and the 
rest of its supply chain.

Among the aims of the program is reducing carbon emissions 
by increasing the management skills of participating 
producers. By running better cattle businesses, OBE says, 
graziers will be able to reduce the greenhouse emissions per 
kilogram of beef, improve land condition and increase the 
amount of carbon stored in vegetation.

It’s the classic Outback land management scenario where 
people need nature and nature needs people.

Photo credit OBE Organic and Fiona Lake.
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Outback Tourism
They come to land a big barramundi, spy a brolga dancing or watch the 
sun set behind the paperbarks on the edge of Red Lily Lagoon, dotted with 
flowering pink lotus lillies.

There are bird watchers, backpackers, grey nomads, anglers, 

honeymooners, history buffs, and budding botanists; domestic and 

international, city and country, young and old.

They come for unique Outback experiences as exciting as spotting 

a massive saltwater crocodile or as peaceful as sitting beside a 

campfire and seeing the night sky like never before.

They come to learn about Aboriginal culture, European explorers, 

dinosaurs, the local gold rush and the heritage of modern 

agriculture.

Sales of motorhomes, caravans and camper trailers continue to 

grow and more families are using a holiday to the Outback as a 

chance to make new memories and explore new frontiers together 

(Outback Queensland 2017).

What it lacks in facilities and ease of access, Outback Queensland 

more than makes up for with phenomenal natural wonder, so it’s 

little surprise it holds growing appeal for visitors, particularly as 

the demand for ecotourism experiences continues to increase.

Tourism provides a welcome boon for the rural and remote 

communities who rely on travellers for their livelihoods. Visitor 

and market interest in Indigenous culture also presents an 

important opportunity for employment and business development 

for Indigenous Australians.

Outback Queensland continues to enjoy strong domestic visitation 

growth, outpacing the state’s average, with a three-year trend 

growth rate of 9.1 percent delivering 792,000 visitors to the region 

in the year ending June 2017 (Tourism and Events Queensland. 

Tourism makes a significant contribution to the Outback economy, 

with the industry sustaining 4580 jobs. (Outback Queensland 2017)

There is greater potential ahead, too. Expert analysis of the 

future of tourism reveal trends that are likely to favour Outback 

Queensland.

In an increasingly crowded world, tourists are expected to seek 

out authentic and personalised experiences, offering social 

interaction, and nature-based experiences in wild landscapes.

Tourists enjoying Lawn Hill Gorge, Boodjamulla National Park. 
Photo credit: Ian Beattie/ Alamy Stock Photo
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Carbon and Conservation
Managing land for carbon and conservation is a growing industry globally, and 
it’s one Outback Queensland is particularly well-positioned to contribute to 
and benefit from.

In 2009, the World Bank argued that a comprehensive strategy to 

mitigate climate change needs to rest on a balanced approach to the 

three fundamental pillars of climate policy (The World Bank 2009):

1. Mitigation: reductions in emissions (primarily from industry), 

driven by economic policy and incentives, promotion of 

energy efficiency and encouragement of low-emissions energy 

measures; 

2. Adaptation: implementation of adaptation measures to reduce 

the vulnerability of landscapes, communities and industries;

3. Ecosystem-based approaches: preserving natural ecosystems 

and native habitats to protect biodiversity, reduce emissions and 

increase carbon storage through green carbon.

It’s this third pillar that Outback Queensland can contribute to.

Because of the massive expanse of the Outback and its extremes of 

wet and dry, vast amounts of carbon are stored by its vegetation - 

both above ground and below.

In 2010, Outback Australia was estimated to store 9.7 billion 

tonnes of carbon with the potential to capture and store another 

billion tonnes by 2050 - the equivalent of taking 7.5 million cars off 

the road every year for 40 years (The Nous Group 2010).

The methods for cutting this carbon included feral animal control, 

better management of stock, and better fire management. These 

methods were predicted to deliver significant benefits for native 

wildlife, vegetation and land managers, including a sustainable 

source of income and opportunities to maintain and revive 

Indigenous land management practices.

Eight years later, carbon is becoming an established income stream 

in Outback Queensland through altered grazing regimes and 

improved fire management.

Since 2012, around 4.96 million tonnes of carbon emissions 

have been stored or avoided in the land sector through the 

Commonwealth Government’s Emissions Reduction Fund (ERF), 

generating an estimated $58.7 million in revenue for Queensland 

(Energetics 2017).

Analysis indicates that with the right policy settings, this industry 

in Queensland could grow to around $8 billion by 2030 (The Nous 

Group 2010).

As climate change continues to take hold globally, developing a 

viable industry that positions Outback Queensland as part of the 

solution will create opportunity and employment for generations 

to come. 

However, there is a risk that carbon farming funding could be 

delivered in ways that favour absentee land owners and carbon 

brokers. Vital to its long-term success will be ensuring that the 

funds flow to local people and Outback communities, supporting 

people on the land. 



A replica artesian spring on Bush Heritage Australia’s Edgbaston Reserve. Photo credit: Annette Ruzicka
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The Outback needs people
The desire and need to care for country is a tie that binds people across the 
diverse landscapes of our Outback. The arrangement is a two-way street, with 
many Indigenous and non-Indigenous Outback residents sharing a core belief 
that looking after landscapes and maintaining close ties to the land provides 
benefits to people and economies - as well as benefiting the country itself.

The condition of many Outback environments and their ecological 

processes is affected by human activity.

Often, nature is seen as in competition to people. People’s need for 

land, water and other resources in populated areas often means 

that nature loses out. However, the problem for nature in Outback 

Queensland is too few people managing the land.

From the work of Traditional Owners in fire management and 

controlling feral pests on the Cape, to the work of graziers 

combating noxious weeds on the Mitchell Grass Downs; from 

local communities in the Channel Country protecting rivers 

and floodplains, to national park rangers controlling wildfires 

in the Gulf, people are working every day to make our Outback 

landscapes healthier.

Without active land management, our remote landscapes quickly 

decline in health while the species they support either decline or 

disappear altogether.

The exact causes for this vary from landscape to landscape, but 

altered fire regimes and increased invasions by noxious weeds and 

feral animals remain the leading causes.

Unfortunately, the interdependent relationship between people and 

nature in Outback Queensland has become stretched. 

Much of Outback Queensland’s landscape now has fewer people, 

non Indigenous or Indigenous, on it than at any time in the last 

50,000 or more years (Woinarski et al. 2014).

The work of land management now falls on fewer shoulders, 

creating an increasingly unmanageable burden that’s seeing our 

Outback declining in health.

Our Outback is one of the very few great natural places left on 

Earth. To keep it healthy and to maintain its nature, its wildlife, its 

people and its economies, we need to support those who live there, 

looking after and managing its lands. 

A bridled nailtail wallaby. Photo credit: Annette Ruzicka. 
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