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Nature Conservation Saves for Tomorrow

The Hon Tanya Plibersek MHR
Environment Minister
PO Box 6022
House of Representatives
Parliament House
Canberra ACT 2600
Sent by email: Minister.Plibersek@dcceew.gov.au

26 August 2022
Dear Minister,
Blue Mountains Conservation Society (the Society) is a community-based volunteer
organisation with around 900 members. Our mission is to help protect, conserve and
advocate for the natural environment of the Greater Blue Mountains. In fulfilling its
mission the Society advocates for the protection of the Greater Blue Mountains World
Heritage Area (GBMWHA). The Society seeks your support for extending the world
heritage status of the GBMWHA through additions and increasing the world heritage
criteria. We also seek your support protecting the area from environmental impacts
from overflight. This letter follows up on issue the Society raised at a meeting with you
organised by the federal member for Macquarie, Ms Susan Templeman.
Increasing the National Heritage estate and extending the World Heritage status
of the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area (GBMWHA)

The GBMWHA, an area of over one million hectares, achieved WHA listing in 2000.
The area comprises eight connected conservation areas: Wollemi, Yengo, Gardens of
Stone, Blue Mountains, Kanangra-Boyd, Nattai and Thirlmere Lakes National Parks
and Jenolan Karst Conservation Area. It was inscribed as World Heritage recognising
two natural values criteria: biodiversity and outstanding examples of ongoing
evolutionary processes.
In 2015 the GBMWHA Advisory Committee published Values for a new generation:
Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area ( Values report). 1 It considered what
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Valuesfor a new Generationreport prepared by the Greater Blue MountainsWorld
Heritage Area Advisory Committeein 2016.
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else needed to be done to protect the area given it was a generation since the World
Heritage Listing status for the Greater Blue Mountains .was first envisaged. In that
period there have been major changes in knowledge and understanding of the
complex layered values of this extraordinary natural and cultural landscape. [p.9] The
Values report contains' ... data and perspectives on geodiversity, cultural and historic
values, and scenic splendour, together with an explanation of boundary changes
needed to provide long-term protection'. [p.9] It provides a blueprint for achieving
improved protection for the GBMWHA.
Benson and Smith in Chapter 2 of the Values report conclude that" Increasing scientific
knowledge of the natural biodiversity in and around the Greater Blue Mountains,
awareness of increasing threatening processes and the potential impact of climate
change, all indicate that long-term conservation effectiveness will be improved with
targeted boundary changes." [p.49] They recommend including all additions to the
eight constituent World Heritage reserves since 2000 and also adjacent lands
containing World Heritage values. Since 2015 around 75% of the GBMWHA has been
burnt in the climate-induced 2019-20 fires which impacted on an estimated 15 million
mammals (excluding bats), 17 million birds and 110 million reptiles.2 This makes it
more urgent to protect the area.

1. Boundary changes
(a) Additions to GBMWHA reserves since 2000
The GBMWHA should be extended to include all additions to the eight constituent
reserves since World Heritage status was secured in 2000. In 2015 this area of
additions was over 30,000 ha. The case for this is set out in Values report, Chapter 2.
It is Commonwealth Government policy that any area nominated for World Heritage
status must first be recognised as having National Heritage significance. National
Heritage listing would bring the additional lands under the protection of Environmental
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cth) as Matters of National
Environmental Significance. It is understood that once National Heritage listing is
achieved, adding land to a World Heritage property, provided the land is less than 10%
of the WHA property, can be done by a letter. This would be a significant but
relatively easy achievement to improve protection of the GBMWHA.
(b) Adjacent significant natural areas which would improve the GBMWHA's
biodiversity.
Values report Chapter 2 also identifies and evaluates adjacent significant natural areas
whose addition to the WHA would improve the long-term conservation of the
biodiversity of the GBMWHA. The authors have considered the factors of montanerelated landscapes, the importance of extending ecological gradients (particularly in
response to climate warming), connectivity improvement plus habitat and protection
of rare and endangered communities to select and rank adjacent natural areas. They
recommend for addition 23 areas which are mostly national parks or state
2
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conservation areas.
[See the List of areas attached). They recommend that these
areas should be included within the boundaries of the area for National Heritage listing
and potentially for World Heritage Listing. [See the attached map of additional areas
and adjacent areas plus the list of names of the additional areas]
As well, the Society would propose that Ngula Bulgarabang Regional Park should also
be assessed as an additional area. This new reserve at Katoomba was created in
2018 from private land with high biodiversity values and is connected to Blue
Mountains National Park through an environmental reserve.

2. Additional Values
\Nhen the Greater Blue Mountains was granted World Heritage listing in 2000 the
additional criteria of indigenous and historical culture, geodiversity and aesthetic
(scenic grandeur) values were not officially recognised and thus remain unprotected
under Federal environmental legislation. The Values report addresses the case for
proposing these new values be recognised in the GBMWHA listing. [Chapters 1,3-6]
For instance, in relation to cultural heritage value, the report refers to more recent
'discoveries' of aboriginal rock art and the growing understanding of the importance of
the GBM area and cultural landscape to contemporary Aboriginal community. One
significant example of an aboriginal cultural landscape is the Burragorang Valley.
This would also require National Heritage listing first. The GBMWHA - Additional
Values proposal has been listed for assessment for some years. It is on the most
recent National Heritage Listings Assessments Schedule available on the internet as
having to be assessed by 2015. See
http~ / v,ww dc.r.eew O\
J , 1r
hE r ,t ge/heritage/places/prionty-assessmenl
It is understood that the next step is public consultation. A final report goes to the
Australian Heritage Council which advises the Minister. The Society asks that the
Minister supports this process being reinvigorated and completed. In summary we
believe this requires
•

•

•

Supporting the inclusion of additions to the GBMWHA national parks and reserves
since 2000 as having National and World Heritage status through the boundary
adjustment process,
expediting the National Heritage listing assessment of the 23 adjacent significant
natural areas and Ngula Bulgarabang Regional Park and following world heritage
status,
supporting completing the National Heritage assessment process for the additional
values for the GBMWHA.

Funding for GBMWHA

The GBMWHA receives little Commonwealth funding for its management which is not
grant funding, compared with other State managed World Heritage areas such as
Tasmanian World Heritage areas, the Wet Tropics and the Great Barrier Reef. The
Society asks you to consider dedicated funding for the management of the world
heritage values of the GBMWHA, particularly in the light of climate change impacts
3

including drought, fire and flooding from which the WHA will be recovering from for
many years.

Prevention of flight paths of aircraft and scenic helicopter flights over natural
areas including wilderness (in particular over World Heritage areas)
The Society is concerned about the prospect of flight paths for both commercial and
tourism aircraft impacting on the Greater Blue Mountains Area, a World Heritage Site.
The imminent threat is from aircraft from Western Sydney Airport and also from low
flying "joy" flights or "scenic flights" emanating from the proposed heliport on Nepean
Lakes or other potential bases, including Katoomba airfield.
The environmental impacts of such flights is our major concern and we can provide
references from international research. As well, the GBMWHA is a large natural area
which is readily accessible to the people of Greater Sydney. The mental health and
well-being benefits of natural areas to people living in an increasingly urbanised world
are becoming better understood and are well documented.
Flight Path Design Principles

The Society understands that Airservices Australia is primarily responsible for
determining flight paths in Australia. We note that under the Air Services Act 1995
(Cth) ('the Act'), Airservices Australia must exercise its powers and perform its
functions in such a manner that ensures the environment is protected from the effects
associated with the operation and use of aircraft (s 9(2)).
The Flight Path Design Principles (the 'Principles') came into effect on 1 October 2020,
following a period of consultation. Blue Mountains Conservation Society had serious
concerns about that consultation process, outlined in our submission to Air Services
Australia. In that submission, BMCS also made submissions about the draft
Principles.
The final version of the Principles includes Principle 9, which requires Airservices
Australia to 'Consider Matters of National Environmental Significance, other sensitive
habitats, and registered heritage sites' as one of a number of equally-weighted
principles. The text accompanying that Principle, however, focuses on the application
of the Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cth) (the
'EPBC Act'). Specifically, it focusses on the requirement for an Environmental Impact
Assessment for flight path changes that are likely to have a significant impact on areas
such as the Greater Blue Mountains Area. The Principles state, '\Nherever practicable,
we seek to avoid changes that would be likely to have a 'significant impact' to the
environment, as defined under the EPBC Acf. We consider that this sets too high a
threshold of risk for World Heritage Areas.
Aircraft flying over World Heritage Areas can have a number of impacts on those areas
from a conservation perspective, as well as seriously impacting the enjoyment of
visitors to those areas.

4

It is recommended that, given the environmental and cultural values inherent in a
World Heritage listing, the Principles and/or relevant regulations should be
strengthened to prevent aircraft flying over World Heritage Areas, and in particular the
Greater Blue Mountains Area, for commercial or tourism purposes (including 'joy
rides').
This could be done, for example, by amending the regulations that apply to Airservices
Australia's functions to specify that:

Consent shall not be granted to flight paths proposed over listed World Heritage
Areas unless the consent authority:
1. has considered the impact of the proposal on the World Heritage values and visitor
experience, and
2. is satisfied that the proposal will have no adverse impacts on the World Heritage
values or visitor experience
3. is satisfied that there is no feasible alternative to the proposed flight path.

We note that under the Airspace Regulations 2007 (Cth), the Civil Aviation Safety
Authority (CASA) has the power to make a declaration designating an area to be a
'restricted area' for reasons including the protection of the environment (r 6.3).
It is also recommended that the Principles (and/or applicable regulations) should be
strengthened to make it clear that Airservices Australia is required to consider the
environmental impacts of any decision regarding flight paths or location of airfields on
any Matters of National Environmental Significance, and to take positive steps to avoid
(or mitigate) those impacts.
The Society can provide more information if required on any of the above issues. We
look forward to hearing about how these issues can be progressed.
Yours sincerely,

~Madi Maclean
President
Blue Mountains Conservation Society
mobile 0412 428 202 or email
CC. Susan Templeman MHR at email: susan.templeman.mp@aph.gov.au
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Attachment 3
Flight paths - Impacts on Fauna
One potential form of disturbance to birds and other animals would be the
introduction and sustained use of aircraft in previously relatively unaffected bushland.
Research world-wide has produced a common set of impacts by aircraft on wildlife
(1 )(2)(3)(4)(5)(6)(7)

I.
II.

Ill.

IV.

Physical contact with birds and bats in the air, and animals on runways,
usually results in immediate death or severe untreated injuries.
A combination of loud noise and sudden rapid movement of aircraft
causes the greatest negative effects on wildlife with helicopters having a
greater impact than fixed wing planes. Sudden, noisy intermittent
helicopter intrusions would constitute bursts of alarm-filled harassment.
Helicopters are particularly associated with lethal rotor downwash and
brownouts: high velocity wind vortices are generated by helicopter blades
when the machine is hovering above a runway or bushland. This
generates smothering blankets of airborne dust particles, reduces habitat
values and exposes vegetation and wildlife to lethal wind velocities.
Impacts of noise, sudden rapid movement and rotor downwash include:
• Direct physical damage such as to hearing or being shredded by rotor
downwash
• Triggering of the animals 'fight or flight' response - this is
characterised by a number of physiological changes brought on by the
release of stress hormones into the blood stream. The animal's
metabolism, heart rate and respiration rate all increase, blood flow is
diverted away from the digestive system and skin to the muscles, brain
and heart, while blood temperature and blood sugar levels also
increase.
Repeated exposure to noise and the constant triggering of the 'fight or
flight' response can lead to chronic stress. The health of affected
animals may be compromised by suppressing immune function,
making them more susceptible to infection and parasites, altering
growth, and by slowing recovery from food shortages.
• Individual mammal responses range from the mild (including normal
signs of noise detection such as ear twitching or increased vigilance),
through to a range of increasingly intense reactions. Animals may alter
their activity by walking slowly away, freezing, crouching, making an
intention to run, engaging in mild aggression, or increasing flocking or
herding behaviour. The most intense responses are associated with
more extreme behaviours, such as panicking, urinating or defecating,
and running blindly at high speed.
Birds show a similar range of responses to mammals from being alert
at the mildest level, to showing an intention to fly, pecking at each
other, broken-wing displays (to act as a distraction to protect nestlings)
and walking, swimming or flying short distances.
• Changes in the acoustic environment may impact severely on birds,
frogs and other animals that rely on their hearing to receive
information about their surroundings, or who use vocalisations to

6

coordinate a range of activities including feeding, mating and
courtship. Bats that use echolocation for navigation are particularly
vulnerable to acoustic environment changes, as are social animals
that rely on vocal communication for the cohesiveness of their group.
Consider the impact of helicopter noise on lyrebird calls and mating
behaviour in the Jamison Valley and Grose Valleys, and disruption to
the sophisticated community calls of Superb Fairy-wrens warning of
danger.
Behavioural and physiological responses as outlined above may result in a decline
in individual numbers through collisions with aircraft and the rapid flushing of
alarmed birds from nests (impacting on reproduction rates), feeding areas or cliff
edges. Short-term avoidance of sections of habitat may become long-term habitat
displacements which results in competition for resources including food, roosting
branches and nesting hollows elsewhere, and an eventual loss of individuals and
even species.
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