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Wilsons Promontory National Park: 1946 to 1998, by Daniel Catrice

Daniel Catrice, formerly Historian with the 
Department of Sustainability and Environment 
(Victoria), wrote this account of the post-war 

history of Wilsons Promontory National Park in 1999-
2000.  It covers the period from 1946, when the national 
park was reopened to the public after World War II, to 
the 1998 centenary of the park’s establishment.

*********

The Committee of Management resumed control 
of Wilsons Promontory National Park on February 1, 
1946. For six years the park had been inaccessible to 
the public. Now it began to attract nationwide attention 
as reports came to light of the damage done to the 
park during its occupation by the Army. In an editorial 
in Wild Life magazine the well-known naturalist and 
broadcaster Philip Crosbie Morrison claimed there was 
hardly a living thing left on the promontory, and roundly 
condemned the use of the park for training men to ‘live 
off the land’ – men who, ‘bored with inaction, were 
ready to shoot anything that moved’ (Wild Life, May 
1946). He called for a stock-taking of our national parks, 
warning that ‘if we do not have a post-war New Deal 
for the fauna and flora, the birthright of the coming 
generations will have gone, and, once gone, it can be 
replaced by neither money nor toil nor tears’ (Wild Life, 
May 1946).

In reality, the poor condition of the park was as 
much a result of a prolonged drought and infestation by 
rabbits as of soldiers’ depredations. Cattle grazing also 
exacted a heavy toll. In 1946, a Royal Commission found 
that the Prom was a ‘ghost of its former self’ due to 
grazing and frequent burning. The Commission’s report 
recommended that all grazing should be excluded from 
such areas, ‘some of which are being ruined in the quest 
of a miserable revenue won at the expense of their 
beauty and well-being’ (Report of the Royal Commission 
into Forest Grazing, 1946).

In April 1946, Crosbie Morrison put the following 
motion to a meeting of the Field Naturalists Club 
of Victoria (FNCV): ‘that the [Club] registers its 
abhorrence at the destruction of protected fauna in 
the Wilsons Promontory National Park as reported 
in the Press and witnessed by some of its members, 
and stresses the need for a comprehensive plan for 
post-war rehabilitation of this and all our other fauna 
and flora sanctuaries’ (The Victorian Naturalist, 63, 
1946). The Club unanimously adopted the motion. 
It immediately set about preparing a comprehensive 
plan for the rehabilitation of Wilsons Promontory and 
‘all our other fauna and flora sanctuaries’. Later in the 
year, it convened the first of a series of conferences to 
discuss ways of achieving this goal, and to ensure that 
future conferences were fully informed, it appointed a 
National Parks and National Monuments Committee to 

investigate the condition of all Victoria’s national parks.

The committee published a detailed report and 
organised a further two conferences before passing a 
series of resolutions for the enactment of appropriate 
legislation and the establishment of an authority to 
oversee the management of Victoria’s national parks. 
The conference appointed a Permanent Committee to 
promote these reforms. Crosbie Morrison was elected 
Chairman, and J. Ros Garnet was elected Secretary.

Meanwhile, the Committee of Management began 
the task of ‘rebuilding’ the park. Their activities were 
centred on Tidal River where the Army had left a 
number of buildings. In 1946, the committee moved the 
park headquarters from Darby River and by Christmas, 
walking tours and day visits had re-commenced. 
Overnight camping was not permitted until Tidal 
River Camp opened to visitors in 1947 (VPRS 11552/
P1, Unit 163, File 7/6). Other activities carried out by 
the committee during these first years included the 
construction and maintenance of tracks, rabbit control, 
tree planting, repairs to fences and the management of 
grazing.

In 1951, a devastating bushfire threatened to sweep 
away all the Committee of Management’s work. The 
fire was believed to have escaped from a ‘billy fire’ 
left unattended at Tin Pot Waterhole, outside the 
northern boundary of the park. After burning for 
some time unchecked, it was driven by a westerly gale 
along Vereker Range to the lighthouse, a distance of 
approximately 30 kilometres.

According to Crosbie Morrison the fire burned for 
a fortnight and scarred nearly 75 per cent of the park 
(Wild Life, June 1951). When the Victorian National 
Parks Association (VNPA) visited the park in 1954, the 

Front page of The Argus newspaper 14 February 1951, after 
much of the Prom had been burnt by a bushfire. 
Photo courtesy Historic Places, Department of Sustainability and Environment, 
Victoria
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touring party saw little animal and bird life. Lilly Pilly 
Gully was a scene of ‘terrible desolation’. (The Victorian 
Naturalist, 71, 1954). So extensive was the damage that 
the VNPA believed there was nothing was to be gained 
by tourists visiting the gully and that the track leading to 
it should be closed.

Over the next decade, the Committee of 
Management continued to focus develop Tidal 
River as a ‘tourist resort’. Visitor numbers increased 
dramatically, from 100 during Christmas 1951 to 3,600 
during the same period in 1956 (VPRS 11552/P1, 
Unit 163, File 7/6). This rise was partly a result of the 
increase in car ownership during the 1950s, which made 
national parks more accessible. Increased economic 
prosperity and the introduction of the 40-hour week 
in 1948 also meant that people had more time and 
money for leisure. National parks became popular 
tourist destinations, offering visitors an ‘escape from the 
pressures of business and modern living’ (NPA Annual 
Report, 1960 cited in Anderson: 115).

Unfortunately, many committees of management 
came to rely on the revenue generated by tourism. 
Money from camping fees and lodge accommodation at 
Tidal River provided much-needed funds with which the 
Committee of Management employed three permanent 
staff, including one ranger and an assistant ranger, 

and a temporary staff of six. To make Tidal River more 
attractive to campers and day visitors, a new store was 
built in 1956 and a café opened in 1959 (VPRS 11552/
P1, Unit 331, File N/W/1). With each development, 
pressure mounted for additional services and amenities 
that were often contrary to the preservation objectives 
of the national park. In 1960, for example the 
Committee of Management considered a proposal to 
establish an 18-hole golf course below Mt. Oberon. This, 
according to the proponent, ‘would encourage people 
to the Prom and would be consistent with the National 
Parks Act which seeks to provide enjoyment for visitors’ 
(VPRS 11552/P1, Unit 163, File 7/6).

Many naturalists were concerned about the rapid 
development of Tidal River. In 1954, the newly formed 
Victorian National Parks Association (VNPA) conducted a 
tour of Wilsons Promontory and warned that Tidal River 
was at risk of being over-developed. VNPA Secretary J. 
Ros Garnet observed that the establishment of caravan 
and camping grounds would ultimately destroy the 
natural beauty of the area, ‘as has happened along the 
Port Phillip foreshore…. from Dromana to Rye’ (The 
Victorian Naturalist, 71, 1954).

Garnet’s solution was to establish a second camp 
settlement in the northern section of the park. The ideal 
location, according to Garnet, was the old township 

Track up Mt Oberon in 1953, showing regrowth after 1951 fire.  Photo courtesy Historic Places, Department of Sustainability and Environment, Victoria
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site of Seaforth on the Singapore Peninsula. Although 
the Committee of Management never seriously 
contemplated this option, Garnet’s observations did 
prompt discussion about the purpose of the national 
park. The committee acknowledged the importance 
of protecting the flora and fauna of the park, but as 
it received no direct funding from the government, 
it was impossible to manage the area exclusively 
for nature conservation. This was the crux of the 
problem, as Garnet observed, ‘the Committee [at 
Wilsons Promontory] were largely dependent on anti-
conservation elements like tourists and cattle graziers 
for the revenue which it needs to do developmental 
work of any kind, and until a new concept of 
wildlife management is accepted by our legislators, 
both elements are likely to take precedence over 
conservation’ (The Victorian Naturalist, 71, 1954).

Legislation was the critical issue. At the time Garnet 
was writing, the State government had already received 
deputations in support of legislation to control national 
parks and had introduced a Tourist and National Parks 
Development Bill in the spring session of parliament, 
1952.

As a first attempt at regulation, the Bill was a 
promising initiative, though it had many shortcomings. 
It took a narrow view of national parks as tourist 
destinations rather than areas set aside for nature 
conservation. It did not provide for the permanent 
reservation of national parks, nor did it properly define 
the areas that could be proclaimed under the Act. There 
was a surprising degree of unanimity on the need for 
legislation, however the Bill lapsed when the Country 
Party government was defeated on 28 October 1952.

At the same time, a decision was made to 
establish the VNPA. Officially launched in July 1953, 
the Association became the main proponent of 
national park legislation. The Age welcomed the new 
association, commending the ‘public-spirited men 
and women’ who had come together ‘as one body in 
a determined crusade to protect and preserve what is 
best in our past and to hold on the natural treasures of 
the present’ (cited in Pizzey 1992).

The VNPA convinced the government that national 
parks and tourist resorts should be the subject 
of separate pieces of legislation. In January 1954 
it published its objective for a National Parks Act 
providing for: an Authority to administer national 
parks; permanent reservation all parks in such a form 
that revocation or excision would require an Act of 
parliament; and national parks sufficient in number and 
variety to contain selected portions of all landscape 
types.

These objectives were put to the Premier, Henry 
Bolte, who agreed to introduce a Bill in the autumn 

1956 session of parliament. Bolte also invited the 
VNPA to prepare a draft Bill, which was presented to 
the Premier in March 1956. Cabinet considered draft 
legislation in May, and a Bill was introduced to the 
Legislative Assembly in October of the same year.

On 30 October 1956, the National Parks Act was 
proclaimed. It included a schedule of thirteen national 
parks, including Wilsons Promontory, and appointed a 
National Parks Authority to administer the legislation. 
The Authority was constituted under the new Act on 
7 May 1957. Crosbie Morrison, whose reports on the 
condition of Wilsons Promontory had prompted the 
campaign for legislation, was appointed the Authority’s 
first Director.

The formation of the NPA brought major changes 
to the way committees of management administered 
national parks. The first task was the re-appointment 
of committees under the new legislation. Next, was the 
infinitely more delicate task of imposing control. With 
a permanent staff of just two and a budget of £4,300, 
the NPA had no capable management structure for the 
national parks under its control. The continuing support 
of committees of management was therefore critical if 
the new authority was to succeed.

On most issues the NPA and the Wilsons Promontory 
Committee of Management worked amicably together. 
There were differences of opinion however, and these 
emerged most forcefully in discussions about two 
critical issues: ‘re-stocking’ of the park; and the supply 
of electricity to Tidal River.

Since the first settlement of the ‘Prom’ many 
different species of flora and fauna had been 
introduced, deliberately either to acclimatise game 
species or to preserve native species, or accidentally 
through invasion by ‘feral’ exotics (Seebeck & Mansergh 
1998). By the 1950s, the Committee of Management 
had settled on a ‘re-stocking’ program that treated 
the park as a kind of ‘Noah’s Ark’. According to the 
committee ‘the ideal aim would be to make the Park a 
repository for breeding colonies of all those Victorian 
plants and animals which, in other parts of the State 
are in danger of extinction owing to destruction of 
natural habitats and other courses thus preserving 
them for posterity’ (VPRS 11552/P1, Unit 163, File 7/6). 
This objective was contrary to NPA policy. Initially, the 
committee refused to accept the policy, claiming that 
re-stocking of the park was one of its primary aims. 
For many years the committee continued its activities 
– after all, who could say with certainty what species 
were indigenous to the park – but by the mid 1960s it 
appears to have accepted the NPA ruling and ceased 
the practice altogether (VPRS 11552/P1, Unit 137, File 
7/6/3).

A second debate arose over the proposal to supply 



electricity to Tidal River. Like the discussions about re-
stocking the park, this issue was seen as a confrontation 
between the ‘purists’ of the NPA and the ‘practical men’ 
of the Committee of Management. The plan to supply 
Tidal River with electricity was opposed by the NPA for 
aesthetic reasons, i.e. the visual impact of unsightly 
power poles and electricity easements, and because of 
the increased risk of fire. It concluded that ‘SEC power’ 
was unnecessary, as local power generators were 
reliable and adequate. At Tidal River by 1964, there 
were 31 buildings, 10 toilet blocks, a café, store and 
streetlights served by six power plants. The committee 
argued that local power supplies were not adequate, 
particularly if Tidal River was to develop further as a 
tourist centre. It believed that a power line would not 
do great harm. ‘It was a matter’ said the committee, 
‘of weighing the practical against the aesthetic’ (VPRS 
11552/P1, Unit 137, File 7/6/3). But the NPA held firm, 
and to this day Tidal River still relies on generators 
rather than mains electricity.

Considering the autonomy that the committee 
enjoyed in the era before the formation of the NPA, the 
additional controls and scrutiny were accepted with 
surprising equanimity. This is all the more surprising as 
the committee was still obliged to finance the greater 

share of management costs. Expenditure and revenue 
was estimated for each financial year and the NPA 
contributed the shortfall. In the 1965-66 financial year 
for example, expenditure was estimated at £66,045 
with an expected revenue of £37,620 to which the NPA 
were asked to contribute £28,425 (VPRS 11552/P1, Unit 
137, File 7/6/3).

In this year, the park attracted 71,000 visitors, almost 
a three-fold increase since 1958 (Smith 1965). The 
increase in visitor numbers placed additional strain on 
facilities and infrastructure, especially at Tidal River 
during peak periods. In 1960, the government entered 
into negotiations with a Mr. R.E. Unger who had sought 
approval to build a Chalet at the ‘Prom’. The proposal 
was supported by the Minister for State Development, 
A.J. Fraser, who referred the matter to the NPA which, 
in turn, recommended the granting of a lease. By this 
time, September 1960, the proposal was centred on 
a hotel complex for 600 guests with a 200-acre golf 
course at Pillar Point overlooking Norman Bay. The 
proposal was scaled down after discussions with the 
NPA, and in November 1960 Unger formally applied for 
a lease of 50 acres but warned that the lease area was 
‘hopelessly inadequate’ for his purposes (VPRS 11552/
P1, Unit 330, File N/W/1).
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Looking over Oberon Bay beach, 1965.  Visitor numbers to the national park grew rapidly in the 1960s and 70s. 
Photo courtesy Historic Places, Department of Sustainability and Environment, Victoria
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At its meeting in December the NPA and the 
Committee of Management supported the proposal 
in principle, but on condition that public tenders be 
invited and that the lease not exceed 10 acres. Pillar 
Point was endorsed as the location, but the golf course 
proposal was rejected ‘although consideration may be 
given to an area for golf on the flats at Darby’ (VPRS 
11552/P1, Unit 330, File N/W/1).

News of the proposal was made public in February 
1960, prompting a storm of protest from individuals and 
organisations as diverse as the VNPA, the Youth Hostels 
Association, the RMIT Explorers Club, the Bairnsdale 
Field Naturalists Club, and the West Brunswick Progress 
Association. The Women’s Christian Temperance 
Union weighed into the debate, opposing the sale of 
liquor at the proposed hotel; garden designer Edna 
Walling pleaded that ‘the sanctuary not be invaded by 
businessmen’ (Age, 4 March 1961). Others feared that 
the hotel would be the ‘thin edge of the wedge’ and 
that ‘the Prom would finish up like Surfers Paradise – 
with more sharks on land then in sea’ (VPRS 11552/P1, 
Unit 330, File N/W/1).

There was support for the proposal, from people 
who preferred to ‘holiday in comfort’ and from groups 
like the Gippsland Lakes and Alpine Tourist Council 
who believed that hotel would provide much-needed 
accommodation in the park (Age, 10 March 1961). 
Others merely opposed the construction of the hotel 
at Pillar Point, the FNCV deciding at its meeting on 
April 10, 1961 to ask the government to have the 
hotel situated at Darby River (The Victorian Naturalist, 
78, 1961). But for the majority of people who either 
wrote to the Minister, or the NPA or metropolitan 
newspapers, the ‘Prom’ was a special place that needed 
to be protected from over-development, and for 
whom ‘roughing it’ was an integral part of their holiday 
experience (VPRS 11552/P1, Unit 299, File 35/5/6).

In November 1962, despite public opposition, the 
NPA re-affirmed its commitment to the hotel lease. Of 
the three tenders received by the NPA, two were later 
withdrawn, leaving Rudy Unger as the sole applicant. 
Unger was subsequently granted the option of a lease 
of 10 acres on the western slopes of Pillar Point. Over 
the next five years, Unger, now operating as Chalet 
International Pty. Ltd. and the NPA argued over the 
terms of the lease. Unger refused to accept a limit of 
10 acres and was adamant that he should be granted a 
full victuallers licence, ‘including open bars where liquor 
could be sold in bottles and cans’. He also resented the 
‘undue interference’ of the NPA in matters of building 
design and landscaping and demanded the right to 
provide ‘adjuncts to pleasant living and holidaying’ 
outside the lease area such as bathing facilities on 
the foreshore and a jetty for visiting boats. The NPA 
was equally adamant that the lease area would be a 

maximum of 10 acres, and that the sale of liquor would 
be restricted to hotel guests (VPRS 11552/P1, Unit 330, 
File N/W/1).

Supporters of Unger’s proposals accused the NPA of 
stifling Victoria’s fledgling tourist industry and pointed 
to similar developments at Yosemite National Park in 
the USA and Banff National Park in Canada. The Director 
of National Parks, Dr. Len Smith, no doubt familiar 
with park management practice overseas, responded 
that a resort of the type proposed by Unger might 
be better situated outside of the park, for example 
at Waratah Bay. Of the decision to hold firm against 
granting a liquor licence, Smith concluded that the NPA 
was bound, ‘if its integrity is to be maintained to be 
guided by the dictates of its collective conscience’ (VPRS 
11552/P1, Unit 330, File N/W/1).

By February 1964, agreement had been reached for 
the construction of a ‘motel’ at a new location, Bishop 
Rock, about a mile from Tidal River. Unger hoped 
to have the motel operating by the end of the year, 
with accommodation for about 50 guests (Herald, 29 
February 1964). The question of the liquor licence was 
still the obstacle. Negotiations dragged on for over a 
year. In August 1964 the NPA ended negotiations, but 
in July 1965 it approved a draft lease, and in November 
NPA Chairman, J.W. Manson was proclaiming that a 
chalet for 150-200 guests would be in operation by 
Christmas 1966. Despite the confident assertions of the 
NPA, in 1967 negotiations between the NPA and Unger 
were terminated by ‘mutual agreement’, no doubt to 
the relief of Dr. Smith, and the chagrin of the developer 
(VPRS 11552/P1, Unit 331, File N/W/1).

This left the question of accommodation at Wilsons 
Promontory still unresolved after seven years of 
argument and ultimately fruitless discussion. The 
NPA convened a sub-committee to look into the 
matter. It met in January 1968 and observed that 
additional tourist accommodation was still needed, 
and that demand was best met by a modern motel. 
In a delightful piece of irony, which would have had 
Rudy Unger dizzy with frustration, the sub-committee 
concluded that as the NPA did not have the funds to 
build a modern motel, ‘it would be necessary to grant 
a lease to a private person or organisation for this 
purpose’ (VPRS 11552/P1, Unit 331, File N/W/1).

Protracted lease negotiations were not the only 
feature of these years. The coastal strips excluded from 
the reserve in 1908 were added to the national park 
in 1947, and in 1964 the Minister for Lands agreed 
to add the Yanakie Run to the park subject to the 
condition that agistment continued. The NPA agreed 
to the condition and in 1969, the area of the park was 
increased by 7,422 hectares (VPRS 11552/P1, Unit 331, 
File N/W/1). Also in 1969 the islands of the Glennie 



group (excluding Citadel) were added to the park, and 
a small area of land at Refuge Cove was temporarily 
reserved for a national park (VPRS 11552/P1, Unit 331, 
File N/W/1). The area at Refuge Cove had somehow 
been excluded from the national park and was being 
used as a permanent camp which rangers had no 
authority to dismantle.

Visitor numbers increased steadily throughout the 
1960s. Mid-way through the decade, in 1965-66, over 
70,000 visitors came to the park; in 1974-75, the figure 
had risen to 156,000 (Cooper 1975). The increase was 
partly due to a burgeoning interest in all national parks. 
By 1970-71, the total number of visitors to Victorian 
national parks had exceeded half a million (Anderson 
2000: 123). The increase was due also to the greater 
promotion of Tidal River and the natural attractions of 
the ‘Prom’.

From the early 1960s the NPA published a small 
pamphlet about the facilities available at Tidal River. 
The Victorian Railways Department added to the 
literature in 1967, publishing Sentinel of the South, 
which included descriptions of each lodge, including the 
number of beds and rental charges, as well as general 
information about the park. By the end of the decade 
the NPA were also promoting activities and self-guided 
walks, such as the Whale Rock Nature Walk and the 
Lilly Pilly Gully Nature Trail. Algona Guides published 
a comprehensive guidebook in 1971, and in 1982 the 
VNPA and the Department of Conservation, Forests and 
Lands released the popular Discovering the Prom on 
Foot [revised in 1999 as Discovering the Prom and still 
available(2008)].

For rangers and other park staff, the growing 
popularity of the ‘Prom’ meant more work and longer 
hours. Amongst their other duties, rangers issued 
camping and walking with permits, answered inquiries 
(sometimes in the middle of the night), organised and 
led guided walks, and helped keep the campground in 
good order. During peak holiday season, they had to 
deal with a myriad of problems, including litter, theft 
and vandalism, rowdy behaviour and the removal of 
vegetation. With a permanent staff of just two rangers, 
seven labourers and one tracksman, rangers were hard 
pressed to conserve and protect the biological diversity 
of the park. Indeed, when the NPA asked the Committee 
of Management to prepare a management plan in 
1971, the committee responded by stating that Wilsons 
Promontory was operating mainly as a ‘tourist centre’ 
with insufficient staff to properly attend to its functions 
as a national park (VPRS 11552/P1, Unit 55, File 5/6).

Instead, the Committee of Management 
commissioned a master plan for Tidal River. Completed 
in 1970, the plan proposed a maximum carrying 
capacity of 12,000 people at any one time, of which 

no more than 5,000 would be day visitors. This was a 
significant increase on the then maximum capacity of 
7,000 visitors per day. It was to be achieved within 5-10 
years by extending the camping area and increasing the 
number of lodge beds from 156 to 530 (Perrott et. al. 
1970: 14).

The committee never implemented the master plan. 
It was too ambitious and, without major investment 
by government, too costly to achieve. Moreover, the 
NPA was reluctant to back further development at 
Tidal River if this was to be achieved at the expense of 
conservation programs.

The NPA stance was symptomatic of a new, biocentric 
rationale for park management that came to the fore 
in the 1960s. At a local level, this was due to a better 
awareness of the natural values of the Promontory. 
Publications like Don Saunders’ The Ferns and Flowering 
Plants of Wilson’s Promontory National Park and Ros 
Garnet’s The Wildflowers of Wilson’s Promontory 
National Park brought the botanical richness of the 
‘Prom’ to the attention of the reading public. By 1975, 
a mammal survey was under way, and a ten year 
survey of the ecology of the birds of the Promontory 
had been completed (Cooper 1975). Rangers were also 
becoming more skilled and knowledgeable. Ranger 
training courses were held in 1963, 1965 and 1967, with 
a fourth course held at Wilsons Promontory in 1969 
where rangers were instructed in ecology, entomology, 
botany, track location, conservation, fire protection, first 
aid and interpretation (Anderson 2000: 114). Rangers 
could also attend fire protection courses organised by 
the Forests Commission of Victoria.

At the same time, ‘conservation’ emerged as 
a political issue. By 1970 there were over 200 
conservation societies in existence in Australia 
(Anderson 2000: 152). Newly-formed groups like 
the Australian Conservation Foundation joined with 
established organisations to demand a better deal for 
the environment. The Victorian government responded 
in 1970 by passing a new National Parks Act, which 
established a National Parks Service to replace the 
NPA. Three years later the National Parks Service (NPS) 
was incorporated into a new Ministry of Conservation 
which brought together the Soil Conservation Authority, 
the Environment Protection Authority, the Land 
Conservation Council, and the Fisheries and Wildlife 
Division.

A new National Parks Act was proclaimed in 
1975. Committees of Management became advisory 
committees to the Director of National Parks and the 
NPS became fully responsible for park management. 
The Wilsons Promontory Committee of Management 
was appointed an advisory committee on December 1, 
1975 (VPRS 11552/P1, Unit 136, File 7/6/1). Compared 
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to the committee of management, the new advisory 
committee was relatively powerless, and for a short 
while the old tensions resurfaced between the ‘practical 
men’ and the ‘purists’. The South Gippsland Shire 
Council called the new advisory committee a ‘toothless 
tiger’. It accused the NPS of stifling local expertise 
in favour of the expertise of technical officers in 
government departments ‘who may not have the local 
knowledge’ (VPRS 11553/P1, Unit 42, File 76/1242).

For their part, members of the Committee of 
Management appear to have willingly handed over 
control to the NPS. Park management had become a 
highly skilled, complex and time-consuming activity. 
In 1982, for example, Wilsons Promontory, along with 
Croajingolong, Hattah-Kulkyne and Murray-Kulkyne 
National Parks were declared Biosphere Reserves 
under the UNESCO ‘Man and Biosphere’ program. 
For sixty-five years the committee had guided the 
development of Wilsons Promontory with greater care 
and commitment than might have been expected from 
a diverse group composed of unpaid and untrained 
citizens. It handed the park to the NPS in far better 
condition, and better protected, than when it had 
resumed control in 1946 after the wartime occupation.

The NPS introduced a professional, multi-disciplined 
approach to park management. One area significantly 
improved by the NPS was park interpretation. Guided 
walks, junior ranger programs, nature trails, displays 
and talks became an integral part of a visit to the ‘Prom’. 
School groups visited in greater numbers. In November 
1973, Head Ranger Steve Watkins reported that twenty-
nine school groups had visited the park in the last three 
months and another twenty-five schools had advised of 
intending camping visits before the Christmas holidays 
(VPRS 11552/P1, Unit 137, File 7/6/3). So great was the 
demand that Watkins requested the secondment of 
an officer from the Department of Education. In 1975, 
the NPS established an interpretation branch, with 
responsibility for producing brochures, distributing 
information to the public and fostering interpretation 
services in parks. An Information and Education Centre 
was built at Tidal River in 1982-83, replacing the old 
museum that had been a feature of the park during the 
1950s and 60s.

Throughout the 1980s and early 1990s, the number 
of visitors to national parks continued to rise. By 1997, 
there were approximately 11 million visits to parks 
managed under the National Parks Act (Anderson 
2000:212). Of these, about 370,000 visited Wilsons 
Promontory, making it one of Victoria’s most important 
tourist destinations (Parks Victoria 1997a: 21). Tidal 
River was Victoria’s most popular national park 
campground, with overnight accommodation for 4,100 
people at one time, and a maximum day-visitor capacity 
of 3,000 people (Parks Victoria 1997b: 6). So great was 

the demand that the NPS introduced a ballot system for 
camping in holiday periods and for overnight walks to 
‘outstation’ campgrounds.

In 1996, the National Parks Service released a draft 
Master Plan for Tidal River and a draft Management 
for Wilsons Promontory National Park. Amongst 
other things, the Master Plan recommended the NPS 
investigate the feasibility of developing a serviced lodge 
for up to 150 people and that it develop an overnight 
lodge for 45 people undertaking commercially-guided 
walking tours in the park. As in the 1960s, there was 
great community concern about the development 
proposals. The VNPA led the opposition, arguing that 
the ‘lodges’ were inappropriately situated, that they 
placed further strain on park infrastructure and facilities 
and would lead to still further demand for access 
and buildings that would ‘overtax the park’s already 
stretched natural resources’ (Park Watch, December 
1996). On December 29 1996 the VNPA organised a 
gathering of nearly 2,000 people on Norman Beach to 
spell “Hands Off”.

The NPS received 3,238 submissions on the draft 
management and master plans. On January 17, 1997 
the Premier announced a revised plan of management, 
the first time according to the VNPA that a Premier 
had intervened in a management plan for a park (Park 
Watch, March 1997). The proposal to build a 150-bed 
‘hotel’ was abandoned, but the principle of additional 
roofed accommodation and improved services was 
upheld ‘to ensure Wilsons Promontory is accessible to 
a wider range of visitors’ (News Release, Office of the 
Premier of Victoria, January 17, 1997).

The announcement was an important victory in the 
campaign to protect national parks from commercial 
development, but it was not a decisive win. Nor was it 
an end to the debate about commercial development 
in national parks. As far as the VNPA were concerned, 
the proposed developments at Tidal River were part of 
broader move to exploit parks for their tourism appeal. 
Major concerns included plans to build a visitor centre 
at the Twelve Apostles in Port Campbell National Park, 
proposals to develop the Nobbies at Phillip Island and 
the excision of 258 hectares in the Alpine National Park 
for incorporation into the Falls Creek Alpine Resort. 
However, it was the ‘Prom’ that attracted the greatest 
interest and support. In November 1998, the VNPA 
organised ‘The Really Great Prom Walk’ from Tidal River 
to Melbourne. On the final day of the walk, over 2,000 
people gathered on the steps of Parliament House to 
protest against commercial development in the national 
park.

The year 1998 was also the centenary of the first, 
temporary reservation of Wilsons Promontory as a site 
for a national park. The centenary was officially marked 



by the opening of a new footbridge over Tidal River 
and a walking track from the lighthouse to Waterloo 
Bay. The year also provided an opportunity to reflect 
on the considerable achievements of the past and to 
acknowledge the many people whose commitment and 
foresight had secured the park for future generations. 
Park managers, naturalists and nature-lovers, campers 
and campaigners had made the ‘Prom’ one of Victoria’s 
best-loved and most-visited national parks. Even the 
so-called villains in the piece, the commandos who 
occupied the park during the war and the developers 
who envisaged luxury hotels and golf links, played 
their part. They helped park managers and legislators 
define the national park concept and roused the public 
to express their views about what made the ‘Prom’ 
special.
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