
“NATIONAL PARKS in Queensland are 
presently experiencing an unprecedented 
attack by private developers and politicians,” 

Peter Ogilvie wrote in his most recent report, 
The Development and Decay of National Parks in 
Queensland (a historical perspective).

If that sounds like too much conservationist 
fear-mongering over fact, you don’t know Peter 
Ogilvie. When he gets riled up, it’s serious.

Thankfully, a great many leaders in Australian 
conservation do know Mr Ogilvie – as do many 
wary politicians and development decision makers 

– and they understand his vast experience in the 
field drives him to speak bluntly when the issue 
demands. This is one such major issue confronting 
Queensland and Australia – diminishing natural 
habitat, probably the biggest challenge to wildlife 
conservation right now – and so far it has flown 
under the public radar. It’s time to change that.

Mr Ogilvie’s report reveals several sobering 
facts that show Australia – and Queensland in 
particular – has stumbled from a world leadership 
position on national parks and nature reserves to 
a position of decline, approaching negligence.

Queensland’s approach to the natural 
environment, from successive governments on 
both sides of politics since the turn of the century, 
has gone backwards, Mr Ogilvie warned. Recent 
State Governments have declined to buy key areas 
of habitat and linking forests, while opening up 
existing parks to certain forms of development.  

“Our natural world – our wildlife, landscapes 
and Indigenous heritage – some of Queensland’s 
most important assets are deteriorating,”  
Mr Ogilvie said.

Although Queensland has very high biodiversity 
it has the smallest proportion of its land in 

protected areas (just over 8%), well short of other 
states and the UN international target (17%).   

“Much of our biodiversity, including critical 
habitats and climate refuges for native plant and 
animal species, such as inland wetlands, remain 
outside protected areas,” he said. “This means little 
to no dedicated management of multiple threats, 
and risks remain from potential land use change.”

A report from the Queensland Treasury 
Corporation, Queensland protected areas financial 
sustainability strategy, released in September 2018, 
would appear to have drawn similar conclusions 
to Mr Ogilvie. It attested Queensland needs 
more and better-connected protected areas, and  
better-resourced natural areas management. 

However, the situation facing Queensland 
parks and nature reserves, right now, is anything 
but encouraging, Mr Ogilvie warned. His latest 
report outlined the major issues clearly, drawing 
from a wide range of government and non-
government research and published material:

Lost opportunities
“National parks are our most effective tool  
for protecting and managing wildlife habitat, 
because they are the only public land use 
dedicated to conservation backed up by the 
authority of the state.” 

However, in the past five years, 175 very high 
priority properties identified for national park 
acquisition have gone on the market and been 
sold mostly for ongoing agricultural use. The 
properties cover about 241,000 hectares of land 
with high value habitats for 160 threatened species, 
including the koala, black-throated finch, painted  
honeyeater, squatter pigeon and yakka skink. 

“These opportunities to expand national parks 
and the species they support have been lost due 
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to the ongoing lack of any meaningful budget for 
new acquisitions,” Mr Ogilvie said.

Funding for management

Queensland Government funding for new national 
parks has fallen by 65 percent over the past 
seven years. Underfunding compromises ability to 
undertake fire management, pest and weed control, 
interpretation and visitor management.

Loss of biodiversity

There are about 1000 threatened species listed 
under the Queensland  Nature Conservation Act 
1992, 400 more since 2007.  The dominant threats 
include tree clearing, inappropriate activities, pests 
and weeds, climate change and livestock grazing.

Using nature to drive economic recovery

“Parks are economic powerhouses – Queensland’s 
national parks are a powerful drawcard for  
locals and tourists from Australia and around  
the world,” he said. 

National parks-associated spending by visitors 
in Queensland is about $4.4 billion every year, 
of which $2.6 billion is directly generated by 
national parks, supporting over 17,000 jobs 
mostly in regional Queensland.

Recognising return on investment

Investment in parks is estimated to generate at 
least a nine-fold return on investment due to 
the positive economic impact on businesses and  
jobs in regional Queensland, according to a 
range of economic reports.  

Community support

In a 2017 Galaxy poll, over 80 percent of 
Australians agreed more land should be protected 
in national parks and reserves. 

Roy Morgan polling in 2018 found that  
72 percent of Australians would like to have 
more national parks and nature reserves and that 
‘buying land for new national parks’ is the second 
most popular government conservation policy 
preference after stronger tree clearing controls. 

Queensland now in decline, naturally

According to Mr Ogilvie, this decay of national 
park principles and management is all happening 
in the context of what is now the worst record 
in Australia for the declaration of national parks 
and other protected areas. 

The Queensland Government has committed 
to 17 percent of the State being in declared 
protected areas as recommended by the 
Conference of Parties to the Convention on 
Biological Diversity. However, he said, it is less 
than half way to achieving that goal, and has the 
poorest record of all Australian States. 

“Whilst fully appreciating and acknowledging 
that the world is a different place as we combat 
a disabling COVID-19 pandemic, there is no 
reason to inflict a potentially destructive 
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Clinging to habitat, 
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development-epidemic on our valuable and 
irreplaceable national parks,” Mr Ogilvie said. 

“This trashing of 100 years of national park 
history in Queensland needs to stop. I can say 
that with knowledge and feeling because I was 
part of that proud history for 46 years.     

“Sadly, certain attitudes towards protected areas, 
particularly national parks, have changed in 
recent times. Their nature conservation values 
are being largely disregarded (or given passing 
lip service) and they are being treated as unused 
land which is available to the highest bidder.”

Mr Ogilvie explained the current situation, 
and how it is playing out, in relation to a recent 
issue involving apiary sites on national parks.  

“There was a time when there was a general 
understanding by the community – including,  
dare I say it, politicians – that the primary purpose 
of a national park was to protect our native 
plants and animals, plus the landscapes on which, 
and in which, those wildlife species live, to form  
stable and sustainable ecosystems,” Mr Ogilvie said.

“There was also a reasonable understanding 
that such national parks offered distinct benefits 
for people in the form of enhanced water and 
air quality, climate mitigation and adaptation, 
carbon sinks, disaster risk reduction – these 
being examples of what are generally known 
as ecosystem services – scientific research, and 

certain forms of recreation by locals and tourists 
that result in minimal environmental damage.   

“The Queensland legislation enshrining these 
matters is the Nature Conservation Act 1992 
(NC Act). It contains a management principle  
for national parks, known in the legislation as the 
cardinal principle.

“It reads as follows: ‘A national park is to be 
managed to provide, to the greatest possible 
extent, for the permanent preservation of the 
area’s natural condition and the protection of the 
area’s cultural resources and values’.

“Naming it the cardinal principle meant that all 
other management principles – relating to education, 
tourism and recreation – were subservient to it.  
It was first written into statute in the Forestry Act 1959 
(under which national parks were administered 
until 1975) and the National Parks and Wildlife Act 
1975 which was replaced by the NC Act in 1992.  

“As I have explained in previous articles, 
the 2013 amendments to the NC Act by the 
Newman Government completely undermined 
the cardinal principle by allowing tourist resorts –  
euphemistically defined as ecotourism facilities  

– to be constructed on national parks, regardless of 
the requirements of that management principle,” 
Mr Ogilvie said.

“The Palaszczuk Government refused to repeal 
that amendment. It is exceptionally disappointing 
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Foreign bees in national parks
AS PART OF the South East Queensland Forest 
Agreement (SEQFA) process, involving the transfer of 
a number of State Forests in the SE corner of the State 
to national park status, certain users of those forests 
were given a very reasonable period of time to relocate 
because what they were doing was not appropriate on 
national park land.

Beekeepers were given 20 years (from 2004 until 
2024) to phase out their operations on national parks 
and find other locations on which to place their hives. 
It was made clear at the time, as part of the SEQFA 
process, that beekeeping was not an appropriate 
commercial operation on national parks.

It was also explained that honey bees were not 
native animals, and their presence, by way of a legal 
authority, was contrary to the cardinal principle.  
The same rationale applies to grazing by cattle and sheep in 
national parks. Section 184 of the NC Act contains a transitional 
provision allowing beekeeping to continue on those transferred 
State Forest areas until 31 December 2024, despite the cardinal 
principle which would prevent it under normal circumstances. 

The 20-year phase-out period was considered very reasonable 
at the time. It now appears that little has been done to comply 
with that requirement, and a further 20 years is being sought 
for hives in 49 national parks. It would be far too cynical to 
suggest this has been raised almost five years before the expiry 
date during this COVID period when governments are bending  
over backwards to accommodate all businesses.  

The Department of Environment and Science (DES) has written 
to WPSQ advising, “The Queensland Government is therefore 
considering whether to amend the NC Act and extend beekeeping 

on these 49 national parks for a further 20 years  
until 31 December 2044”. 

We have been asked whether we wished to make 
a submission on the matter. We have been given 
eight business days to make that submission. Again, 
it would be extremely cynical to suggest that an 
eight-day consultation period for a 20-year phase out 
with four and a half years left to run looks awfully  
like the consultation is purely window-dressing. 

The Department’s information sheet on this matter 
makes the following statement in defence of the 
proposed action: “there is insufficient evidence of 
the ecological impacts of commercial beekeeping to 
justify its complete removal from national parks ...” 

This is a breathtaking statement in terms of its 
potential implication for introduced species across 
the board … In addition, the same information sheet 

states elsewhere: “Commercial beekeeping is considered inconsistent 
with the cardinal management principle of national parks.” 

Suffice it to say, both statements do seem to be in conflict with 
each other. Please don’t be confused by any argument suggesting 
our forests need European honey bees for pollination. Our native 
flowering plants have managed quite happily for several million years 
without them, employing the services of native bees, flying foxes, 
butterflies, honeyeaters and a host of other native animals. It is our  
agricultural industries that benefit most from honey bees (though 
the honey is also quite nice). 

Just like tourist resorts, we believe that beehives should be 
established on private land outside national parks. I think the above 
discussion suggests reasonably clearly that Wildlife Queensland will 
be opposing a 20-year extension for beekeeping on national parks. 

– Peter Ogilvie, Wildlife Queensland president. �



that no politician of any persuasion in government 
or opposition has seen fit to challenge this 
approach to national parks.

“Two such resort facilities have now been 
constructed in Main Range National Park; a 
tender has been selected for a similar exercise in 
the Cooloola section of Great Sandy National 
Park; and tenders have been sought for other 
parks – including Hinchinbrook Island and 
Whitsunday Island.”

It’s no wonder Peter Ogilvie views the current 
political environment as a clear and present 
danger to Queensland’s major habitats and as an 
escalating death threat to threatened wildlife. �
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National parks: a major legacy  
to our children 
For more than a century, Queensland’s national parks 
and other protected areas have enjoyed the continuous 
support of all governments, Peter Ogilvie affirmed.

“We value these beautiful, biologically and culturally 
rich places with their unique wildlife and Indigenous 
places. They have inspired generations. They underpin 
a large part of our tourism industry and provide  
many benefits.”

Simply classified, these benefits include: 
Future legacy – A world-class national park 

and protected area system bequeathed to  
future generations.  

Personal connection with nature – We love 
our national parks, their wild areas and nature and 
the rich experiences, memories, adventures and  
holidays they give us.  

Rural and regional employment – Opportunities 
for economic and social renewal in regional 
Queensland with increased jobs and investment 
associated with tourism.

Ecotourism – This significant industry for 
Queensland has strong national and international 
markets – which are growing. A more extensive mosaic  
of parks highlighting our unique natural heritage 
would underpin its continued success. 

Indigenous peoples – For First Nations, a key 
source of identity, meaning and health. Opportunities 
for employment, Indigenous-owned, tourism-related 
business, protecting cultural heritage and supporting 
traditional land management practices.  

Water – Protected catchments that secure water 
reserves and water quality for communities and  
the agricultural sector.  

Agriculture – Ecosystem services of nearby 
protected areas include water security, erosion 
control, soil fertility, native species pollination and 
natural pest control, disease management and 
climate enhancement/mitigation.

CO2 – Low cost and reliable means to help meet 
greenhouse gas emission targets by protecting the 
carbon-rich forests, grasslands and wetlands that 
store carbon.  

Health and well-being – Significant contributions 
to personal mental and physical health and 
community well-being by providing benefits including 
places for nature-based recreational activity and 
reflection. Increased investment in acquisition and 
management of national parks is one of the most 
cost-effective and secure ways to save native wildlife. 
Such investment will also help secure the future of the  
tourism industry and support regional employment.

Research – National parks are a known 
resource for discovery of new pharmaceuticals  
and nature cures.  �

Tamborine Rainforest Skywalk, Queensland. 
Photo: Visit Tamborine Mountain.
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Australia’s national parks: 
economic key facts
•  Offset of $29 billion in health costs from all 

Australian National Parks. 
•  $2.6 billion in annual visitor spend generated  

by Queensland National Parks. 
•  Over 17,000 jobs supported – mostly in Queensland 

regional areas.  
•  Economic value of all pollinators of crops estimated 

at $5.6 billion. National parks provide natural 
pollinators to supplement commercial bees.

•  Annual QPWS budget: $319m (2019/2020) about 
half the cost of 11km of new motorway ($662m).

•  Source of new pharmaceuticals – nature is a main 
source of drug discovery.  

•  Increasing number of threatened species – 400 more  
added since 2007 (1000 in 2020). 

•  National parks are often the natural headwaters  
of our water supply. �
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