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1	 IntroductIon

Local people have become a persistent 
theme in discourses on protected area 
management. For the past decade, 

social dimensions — particularly the idea or 
ideal of local participation and/or community 
involvement — have become more prominent 
in conservation science [1]. Likewise, there is 
a growing awareness that ‘place’ nuances the 
relationship between people and the land-
scape [2]. Importantly, literature examining 
local custodians and protected areas focuses 
on indigenous knowledge and rights as well 
as the traditional subsistent activities in na-
tional parks, often associated with Asian and 
African nations [3]. Less evident is the exami-
nation of local people as nature-based recre-

ators in protected areas. Collecting baseline 
data on particular numbers of people, activi-
ties, frequencies, equipment, management 
regimes and, seasonal variations in particu-
lar ecosystems and environments marks an 
important reference point for ongoing impact 
assessment [4]. This paper examines the 
particularities of local people in nature-based 
recreation in a remote Australian community.  
Commencing with a brief overview of the 
place central to the discussion, the paper out-
lines the methodology, summary of selected 
results and implications.

The Shire of Ravensthorpe is 13,000 sq. 
km. and located 550 kilometres south-east of 
Perth in the State of Western Australia (WA). 
It sits within the Fitzgerald Biosphere Re-
serve (FBR) containing the Fitzgerald River 
National Park with World Heritage status. 
While characterised as agricultural heartland, 
the Shire has a history of mining, scaled back 
since the 1960s with low level mining explo-
ration continuing unabated. One-third of the 
Shire’s area is farming communities, predom-
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inantly broad acre farming and wool produc-
tion. The remaining two-thirds of the Shire’s 
area is set aside for nature parks and nature 
reserves — essentially biodiversity hotspots 
within what is Australia’s only internation-
ally recognized hotspot [5] — including over 
one hundred kilometres of coastal reserve 
[6]. For both locals and visitors this constel-
lation of south coast protected areas show-
cases a unique yet fragile Mediterranean 
ecosystem. Recent land-use changes and 
ensuing population increases have sparked 
concerns about the sufficiency of protective 
arrangements.

A central objective of a biosphere is that 
people living within the reserve develop sus-
tainable resource use practices. Complicat-
ing this objective is recent land use change, 
namely mining and the identified pressures 
arising from nature-based recreation, particu-
larly by a newly arrived workforce. In this re-
mote rural setting, resurgence in mining has 
precipitated a pull factor resulting in a sig-
nificant population increase of both itinerate 
(fly‑in‑fly‑out) and permanent (on‑site) miners 
and their families. In the past three years, this 
has led to a 25 per cent increase in popula-
tion from around 1,400 in 2001 to 1,950 in 
2006 [7] and corresponding infrastructure de-
velopment associated with both mining and 
in-migration. A common perception is that 
these in-migrants lack both an attachment to 
place and the knowledge to manage impacts 
of their recreational activities. Although there 
are landscape scale concerns about min-
ing, long term residents and natural resource 
managers question the carrying capacity of 
this fragile environment to sustain the nature-
based recreation incursion of this temporary 
population.

Mining in Australia is in a prosperous 
phase with high demand and expectations of 
capitalising on the mineral resources boom. 
To date, much of Australia’s minerals explora-
tion and mining has been at the level of ‘low 
hanging fruit’ or relative ease of access. How-
ever, as these resources are rapidly deplet-
ing, exploration is moving into more fragile 
and complex environments with resultant so-

cial and environmental impacts as mirrored 
in this study site. The lucrative nature of the 
mining industry lends itself to images of the 
‘cashed up miner’ with the latest sports util-
ity vehicle (SUV) free wheeling into unsettled 
parts of the Shire. Such concerns are some-
what compounded by a regional protected 
area management characterised as ‘passive’ 
and under‑resourced, largely confined to fire 
regime and disease management [8] and with 
limited capacity to monitor visitor impacts. 

This study establishes a social baseline of 
local people and nature-based recreation with 
the aim of contributing to a broader under-
standing of the impacts of land use change 
on protected area management. 

2	 Methodology

Data were collected using a community-as-
researcher methodology, an approach that 
recruits local people to assist in the design 
and delivery of a community survey. This 
was undertaken from November 2007 to 
January 2008. Informed by a participatory 
action framework, this approach — known 
as the Balingup model — incorporates a 
group of locally identified people who un-
dertake training to administer a survey 
to fellow community members [9]. A key 
component of the model is the role these 
local researchers play in the development 
of the survey instrument, ensuring input of 
local knowledge and context. Community 
researchers agree to survey a quota of re-
spondents representing a cross section of 
key stakeholder interests. This sampling 
method, described as respondent driven or 
social networks sampling [10], captures the 
views of local people broadly and includes 
identified stakeholder groups, for example, 
farming, mining, off-road trail bike riding or 
tourism. Table 1 (below) provides an over-
view of these stakeholders. Importantly, 
this type of sampling approach serves as a 
‘snapshot’ of a selection of the community. 
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TABLE 1

SummAry of STAkEhoLdErS And AcTiviTiES

Local residents - Geographical areas specifically 
targeted include: towns, smaller townships and farming 

communities within Ravensthorpe Shire.

Active wilderness recreational groups – horse riding, 
formal and informal motor bike riding, 4WD driving, 

camping and mountain biking.

Passive wilderness recreational groups – wildflower 
viewing, bushwalking, bird watching, photography and 

botanical study.

Tourism – local businesses, local promotion group, tour 
operators and geological excursions. 

Economic interest groups – local businesses, farming, 
mining and apiarists. 

Environmental interest groups – Flora and fauna 
groups, Friends of the Fitzgerald, NRM networks and 

scientific community.  

Source: Williams et al 2008 [11]

3	 Results

This section includes a summary of findings 
relating to relationships with the environment, 
range and frequency of both passive and ac-
tive wilderness activities, associated values, 
threats and possible impact mitigation.

One hundred and eighteen respondents 
completed the survey, representing ten per 
cent of the Shire’s overall population. Of in-
terest, twenty seven per cent of this sample 
have moved into the area within the past 
three years. These respondents chiefly de-
scribe their occupation as mining or mining 
affiliated. When the top three occupational 
classifications — agriculture (18%), mining 
(13%) and natural resource management 
(NRM) (12%) — form part of a cross section-
al profile, including length of time in the area, 
what emerges are some distinct differences 
particularly in the domains of relationships, 
attitudes, activities and actions in the natural 
environment. 

The survey instrument contains a list of 
statements about relationships with the natu-
ral environment. Not surprisingly, agricultural-
ists figure dominantly in statements around 
management and livelihood relationships as-

sociated with the land.  However, this group 
also highly rate statements such as ‘I see my-
self as a custodian or a carer of the environ-
ment’, ‘I study the natural environment’ and 
‘I appreciate the natural beauty’. Survey re-
spondents working in NRM also rate their role 
as ‘custodian or carer’ highly. The statement, 
‘I recreate in natural areas’ is the strongest 
relationship identified by the mining sector. 

Questions about activities establish the 
type, scope and frequency of local residents’ 
nature recreating within the Shire. These 
are separated into passive and active ac-
tivities due to impact factors (see Table 1). 
Ranked passive nature recreation activities 
are wildflower viewing, bush walking, visiting 
the National Park and bird watching. These 
activities are most commonly undertaken in 
protected areas, although bushwalking and 
bird watching are reported in various land-
scapes. The identified frequency of passive 
recreational activities is regularly (daily or 
weekly). For active recreational activities, 
four wheel driving (4WD) and off-road mo-
tor biking are the most frequently identified, 
followed by camping. Importantly, access 
into many protected areas in the region is 
via unsealed roads necessitating off-road 
vehicles usage irrespective of season. Like-
wise many beaches in the area are acces-
sible by 4WD only and in some locations 
this includes driving on the beach.  Off-road 
motor biking and 4WD are generally under-
taken often (fortnightly to monthly) while 
camping occurs occasionally (annually). In 
assessing the activities by length of time in 
the Shire, for newly arrived residents wild-
flower viewing is the lead passive activ-
ity, while 4WD is the dominant wilderness 
activity and visiting the beach, the leading 
coastal activity. For longer term residents, 
bushwalking is the highest ranked passive 
activity, while the dominant terrestrial activ-
ity is camping and coastal activity is visiting 
the beach. 

Values associated with the environment 
within the Shire are grouped into four catego-
ries i.e. natural, visual, social and economic 
aspects. All survey respondents prioritise 
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natural values over the remaining categories. 
Significantly, recent arrivals assign as their 
highest values ‘unlimited recreational oppor-
tunities’ followed by ‘future mining discover-
ies’ while for longer term residents the val-
ues of ‘personal connection to the area’ and 
‘childhood memories’ dominate. This finding 
suggests that for new arrivals the natural en-
vironment has a consumable quality, while for 
longer term residents its significance is more 
intrinsic.  

Perceived threats to protected areas vary 
depending on the length of time respondents 
have lived in the Shire. Short term residents 
consider the greatest threats to the environ-
ment to be ‘farming’, ‘land clearing’ and ‘lack 
of environmental management’. ‘Overuse’ is 
considered the greatest threat by longer term 
residents, followed by ‘increased traffic’ and 
‘too many tourists’. Interestingly, the exercise 
of prioritising threats to the environment re-
veals the under-lying tension and divisive-
ness linked to land use and land use change 
for this community.   

The final aspect draws on the survey’s 
qualitative responses to investigate ways 
to ameliorating environmental impacts. Re-
sponses range from maintaining the status 
quo to imposing restrictions on access and 
activities as a measure of protection. Strong 
concern is expressed by local people to the 
possibility of being ‘locked out’ of protected 
areas. This is contrasted with high levels of 
agreement for minimising, controlling and 
monitoring visitors in particular areas ― in 
essence a ‘them’ and ‘us’ binary. A middle 
road is to educate people while introducing 
reasonable measures to minimise impact 
such as limiting access during the rainy sea-
son to prevent the spread of fungal dieback 
(Phytophthora Cinnamomi). Dieback is a soil-
borne pathogen chiefly spread through trans-
port of infested soil which adheres to vehicles 
and heavy machinery [12]. 

Evident is a concern for workable solu-
tions involving the community, just as local 
people don’t want to be shut out of the park 
they don’t want to be excluded from consulta-
tion. As Bushnell (2003) [13] argues, denying 

use of resources and avenues of participation 
to local people severely reduces their incen-
tives to conserve. 

4	 ConClusion

The results of the study confirm an active rec-
reating community participating in and deriv-
ing pleasure from an array of nature-based 
pursuits. There is considerable evidence to 
confirm anecdotal claims that the newly ar-
rived population is highly engaged in both 
passive and active activities, taking advan-
tage of few restrictions on access to protected 
areas. What is less clear is their understand-
ing of the environmental affects of recreating 
and their willingness to increase their aware-
ness. While longer term residents claim a 
stewardship role of the natural environment, 
they too are engaged as nature recreators, 
albeit in chiefly low impact activities. There 
does appear, however, to be an under-report-
ing of active wilderness activities, especially 
four wheel driving, which may in part be due 
to the normalising of off-road transportation 
rather than a form of recreation. If there are 
established rules and norms about exploring 
the local environment these do not appear 
to have been communicated to the newer 
members of the community. On the surface, 
long-term residents appear to opt for the sta-
tus quo, when they could play a crucial role in 
imparting local knowledge about sustainable 
recreational practices.   
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