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Introduction 

Reliable information and evidence about the 
condition of the values of the Tasmanian 
Wilderness World Heritage Area (TWWHA) is vital 
to guide sound and adaptive management of the 
property and policy development. 

Status and Trends reports provide a summary of our 
current understanding and the current condition 
(status) of key values and any change in condition 
over time (trend). Monitoring and reporting on the 
condition and trend in condition of the cultural 
heritage values supports the delivery of an 
informed, effective and transparent, adaptive 
management regime for the TWWHA. Often 
though, hard data from monitoring may not be 
available or we have only limited data. In these 
cases we rely on expert opinion to manage some 
values, knowing that our level of confdence is 
reduced because of this lack of data. 

The TWWHA is a precious cultural landscape for 
Tasmanian Aboriginal people who have lived there for  
40 000 years. The intangible and tangible values of 
their continuing culture is of outstanding universal 
signifcance. The TWWHA bears an exceptional 
testimony to the southern-most occupation by 
people during the last glacial period. It  is  one  of  the 
world’s great archaeological ‘provinces’, containing  
many known and many more yet to be rediscovered 
Aboriginal sites, landscapes and values. 

Recent investigations have uncovered preserved 
and diverse Holocene sites including rock marking 
sites in the south and south-west of the property, 
evidence of hut depressions along the west coast 
as well as rock shelter sites to the north and north 
east including in the Great Western Tiers area. 
These sites and the surrounding landscapes are an 
invaluable and rare resource that contribute to an 
understanding of the ongoing cultural tradition of 
Tasmanian Aboriginal people. The TWWHA remains 
largely unexplored and there is real potential for 
further cultural fnds. 

We are still building our knowledge base about the 
cultural heritage values, their state and threats to 
them. As we undertake further monitoring or 
investigations, our confdence increases in our 
ability to assess their condition and changes in 
condition trajectory that may trigger mitigation 
action. 

In addition this report looks at some of the built 
convict heritage of national signifcance that exists 
across the TWWHA. Whilst the built heritage does 
not contribute to the Outstanding Universal Value 
(OUV) of the property, it remains signifcant from a 
modern cultural perspective being associated with 
both European settlement and the area’s convict 
past. Both the penal settlement of Sarah Island that 
operated between 1821–1833 and the Recherche 
Bay site associated with the D’Entrecasteaux 
scientifc and exploratory expedition and its 
interactions with Tasmanian Aboriginal people are 
listed on the National Heritage List due to their 
historic national signifcance. 

This is the frst Status and Trends report on the 
condition of cultural values in the TWWHA. This 
report assesses these cultural values, what we have 
learned about them, their condition and where we 
have the necessary information, if it is changing 
over time. We hope that future Status and Trends 
reports will demonstrate an increase in hard data 
and confdence in our assessment as more studies 
are completed or undertaken. 

ABORIGINAL ROCK MARKINGS IN THE TASMANIAN  
WILDERNESS WORLD HERITAGE AREA 

Photo: Aboriginal Heritage Tasmania 
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Guiding vision for management 
of the TWWHA 
The guiding vision for management of the 
TWWHA as stated in the Management Plan 2016 
is: ‘To identify, protect, conserve, present, and if 
appropriate, to rehabilitate the World Heritage, 
National Heritage and other natural and cultural 
values of the TWWHA and to transmit that 
heritage to future generations in as good or better 
condition than at present.’ 

Basis for evaluation 
The statutory TWWHA Management Plan 
2016 provides the primary basis for evaluating 
management effectiveness. The plan’s guiding 
vision plus the specifc statements of Key Desired 
Outcomes (KDOs) and their aligned management 
actions provides clear statements of management 
intent and what management is aiming to deliver 
to ensure the maintenance of condition of the 
cultural values of the property. 

This Management Plan specifes how the OUV of 
the property is preserved and managed to promote 
effective protection of the property for present and 
future generations. Management arrangements 
for the whole of the property address development 
control provisions, presentation, cooperative 
management, community engagement, and 
monitoring, evaluation and reporting. 

Underpinning successful management and the 
achievement of the Management Plan vision, 
is our monitoring and assessment of the values 
of the TWWHA and how they are changing over 
time in response to the threats and management 
action. This monitoring and reporting provides the 
foundation data that underpins our Monitoring and 
Evaluation Framework for the TWWHA and its Key 
Evaluation Questions (KEQs). 

Three of the eight KEQs have direct relevance 
to the assessment of cultural heritage values 
condition within the TWWHA. Our knowledge 
and understanding, and data on condition and 
trends contained in this report, contributes to our 
assessment of the Framework’s Key Evaluation 
Questions 2, 3 and 4. We present them here for 
context only. 

KEQ 2 

Is knowledge and 
understanding of the TWWHA 
and its natural, cultural and 
heritage values and related 
management matters 
adequate to support informed 
management and decision-
making? 

KEQ 3 

Are the key threats, risks and 
impacts to the TWWHA and its 
Outstanding Universal Value 
identifed and effectively  
managed? 

KEQ 4 

What is the condition and 
trends of the natural, cultural 
and built heritage values of the 
TWWHA? 
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Management Plans and Key 
Desired Outcomes 
The majority of the area of the TWWHA comprises 
reserves declared under Tasmania’s Nature  
Conservation Act 2002. The TWWHA Management 
Plan 2016 replaces the 1999 management plan and 
was formulated as a Tasmanian State instrument in 
accordance with Tasmania’s National Parks and 
Reserves Management Act 2002. The TWWHA 
Management Plan 2016 was drafted to also meet the  
requirements of the Commonwealth Environment  
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999  
with respect to management plans for World 
Heritage properties and the management 
obligations of the Australian Government arising 
from the World Heritage Convention. 

The plan articulates an overall Vision (see page 2) 
that is developed as a series of Objectives relating 
to key areas of management. KDOs are specifc  
outcomes for priority issues within those 
management areas. The KDOs have an associated 
set of Management Actions designed to achieve 
each corresponding KDO. Each Management 
Action helps guide subsequent evaluation of the 
Management Plan’s effectiveness as it relates to 
the implementation and outcomes of those actions 
in terms of achieving a KDO. 

The TWWHA Management Plan KDOs related to the 
condition of TWWHA cultural heritage values that 
applied over the assessment period are reproduced 
in the table below. 

Assessing whether or not our management of the 
TWWHA is answering our Key Evaluation Questions 
or achieving the KDOs and maintaining the OUV 
of the property, can be informed not only by our 
knowledge of the values that exist, but also an 
assessment of their current condition and trends 
in condition either from anecdotal , scientifc 
expert opinion or published evidence. Considering 
current and future risks and threats helps put this 
assessment into context. 

These types of assessment of status and trends 
beneft from established and repeated monitoring 
and reporting over time and it is our hope that such 
monitoring will be enhanced in future years to 
build on our understanding of the cultural values 
of the TWWHA, assess their condition, monitor 
the threats and how the values may be changing, 
and address the Key Evaluation Questions from 
our Monitoring and Evaluation Framework for the 
TWWHA. 

KEY DESIRED OUTCOMES FOR THE CONDITION  
OF TWWHA CULTURAL VALUES 

Statutory Management Plans 
Covering The Assessment Period Statements of Key Desired Outcomes (KDOs) 

TWWHA Management Plan  
2016 (curraent plan) 

KDO 4.2      There is an ongoing adaptive and systematic program 
of identifcation, inventory, assessment, mapping and 
documentation of World Heritage and other Aboriginal 
cultural values to support the Management Plan’s 
Objectives and guiding Vision. 

KDO 4.4     Aboriginal cultur al heritage sites at greatest risk are 
identifed, protective measures implemented and their 
effectiveness monitored. 

TWWHA Management Plan 
1999–2016 

KDO 4.5     P rotection and conservation of historic and Aboriginal 
heritage (in partnership with the Aboriginal community). 

KDO 4.6     Conser vation of World Heritage and other natural and 
cultural values of signifcance; no or minimal loss or 
degradation of identifed signifcant natural or cultural 
values. 

KDO 4.7     Restor ation of degraded World Heritage and other 
natural and cultural values. 
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What makes the   
TWWHA so special? 

Securing World Heritage Listing in 1982 on the 
basis of its natural values and then a subsequent 
listing justifcation associated with the 1989 
extension to the property, brought with it the 
recognition of the global cultural signifcance of 
the property. The 1989 nomination and justifcation 
saw the property meet 3 of the six cultural value 
World Heritage criteria and further demonstrate 
the property’s OUV. 

The following table displays the key value attributes 
used to justify each Criterion and collectively these 
contribute to the OUV of the property. 

Broadly the meaning of Outstanding Universal 
Value or OUV follows the common sense  
interpretation of each word: 

Outstanding:  properties of Outstanding Universal 
Value should be exceptional, or superlative – they 
should be the most remarkable places on earth. 

Universal: properties need to be outstanding from 
a global perspective. World Heritage does not aim 
to recognise properties that are remarkable only 
from a national or regional perspective. 

Value: What makes a property outstanding and 
universal is its “value”, or the natural and/or cultural 
worth of a property. 

WORLD HERITAGE CRITERIA CULTURAL ATTRIBUTE DESCRIPTION 

iii Bear a unique or at least 
exceptional testimony to 
a cultural tradition or to a 
civilisation which is living 
or which has disappeared 

The Tasmanian Wilderness bears an exceptional testimony to the 
southernmost occupation by people in the world during the last 
glacial period, the ancestors of the Tasmanian Aboriginal people. It is 
one of the world’s great archaeological ‘provinces’, containing many 
Aboriginal sites, each sharing many similar characteristics. 
Pleistocene cave sites have pushed back the earliest known dates for 
human occupation in the area to approximately 35,000 years ago. 
Cave sites contain extremely rich, exceptionally well preserved 
occupation deposits of bone and stone artefacts that fnd parallels in 
relation to artefact numbers and preservation only in sites in France 
and Spain. 
Research has rediscovered preserved and diverse Holocene sites 
including rock marking sites in the south and south-west of the 
property as well as rock shelter sites to the north and north east 
including in the Great Western Tiers area. These sites and the 
surrounding landscapes are invaluable and rare resources that 
contribute to an understanding of the ongoing cultural tradition and 
lifeways of Tasmanian Aboriginal people. 
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WORLD HERITAGE CRITERIA CULTURAL ATTRIBUTE DESCRIPTION 

iv Be an outstanding 
example of a type of 
building, architectural or 
technological ensemble or 
landscape which illustrates 
(a) signifcant stage(s) in 
human history 

For Aboriginal people, the Tasmanian Wilderness is a diverse 
Aboriginal cultural landscape where they have lived, used, managed 
and modifed the landscape for at least 35,000 years. Physical 
evidence of this includes the result of targeted Aboriginal burning 
regimes, which were used to manage the landscape and modify 
vegetation types and coverage, and Aboriginal cultural heritage sites 
that together illustrate signifcant stages in the human history of 
Tasmania. 
The degree of intactness of the numerous and diverse human 
occupation sites in the Tasmanian Wilderness, and their setting in a 
high quality natural landscape, is exceptional at a global level. 
Sites demonstrate how people adapted to variable environmental 
conditions and a changing climate. Hunting and butchering 
practices and the timing of seasonal visits to the valleys have been 
reconstructed from analysis of the rich faunal assemblages. 
Pleistocene cave sites contain well-preserved, dense assemblages of 
tools, hearths and animal bones, revealing intensive exploitation of 
the predominant animal species, mainly the red-necked or Bennett’s 
wallaby (Macropus rufogriseus). It is thought that people visiting or 
living in the caves used fre to sustain patches of fertile grassland on 
which the wallabies fed and where they were hunted. 
Unlike other hunter-gatherer cultures in cold climates, this way of 
life was largely unchanged through the climatic fuctuations of the 
last glacial period. As temperatures increased, forest and moorlands 
replaced the grasslands, limiting hunting in the upland areas, with 
less frequent use of the caves in these areas. 
The record of Pleistocene occupation is supplemented by extensive 
and diverse Holocene Aboriginal sites including shell middens and 
other evidence of occupation along the coast during the Holocene, 
along with rock shelters and artefact scatters in areas including the 
Great Western Tiers (within the last 10,000 years). 

WORLD HERITAGE CRITERIA CULTURAL ATTRIBUTE DESCRIPTION 

vi Be directly or tangibly 
associated with events 
or living traditions, with 
ideas, or with beliefs, with 
artistic and literary works 
of outstanding universal 
signifcance 

Pleistocene occupation and rock marking sites in the Tasmanian 
Wilderness provide a tangible documentation of the beliefs, ideas 
and mentality of the southernmost people in the world during the 
Pleistocene period. The age, diversity, and degree of intactness of 
these sites, and their setting in a high quality natural landscape, is 
exceptional at a global level. 
Red ochre hand stencils, ochre smears and other amorphous marks 
have been found in a number of caves including Ballawinne Cave, 
Wargata Mina, Keyhole Cavern and Riveaux Cave. Wargata Mina is 
the southernmost known Pleistocene marking site in Tasmania, and 
in 1987 it became the frst site in the world where mammal blood was 
identifed as being mixed with ochre, possibly as a fxative. 
Rock markings within the Tasmanian Wilderness represent the 
extraordinary documentation and connection to people who 
inhabited the extreme south of the world during the Pleistocene. The 
hand stencils in particular provide an immediate and moving sense of 
connection with the Tasmanian Aboriginal people of the distant past. 
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To be considered of Outstanding Universal 
Value, in addition to meeting at least one of the 
ten listing criteria, a property must meet the 
condition of integrity, and for cultural or mixed 
value properties,  authenticity, and demonstrate  
a management regime designed to maintain the 
OUV of the property. 

Integrity relates to the ‘wholeness and intactness’ 
of the property and how it conveys the values it 
holds. Integrity can also relate to the size of the 
property and if it is large enough to continue to 
support the values that make it special. 

The TWWHA demonstrates the interaction 
between people and the landscape over millennia 
and has an exceptional degree of intactness and 
high degree of naturalness, The property’s large 
extent, remoteness and quality of wilderness is 
the foundation for maintaining the integrity of its 
natural and cultural values. 

Authenticity is the ability to understand the value 
attributed to the cultural heritage of the property. 
This depends on the degree to which information 
sources about this value are considered credible 
or truthful. Properties can meet the conditions of 
authenticity if their world heritage listed cultural 
values are credibly expressed through a variety of 
attributes including: 

•  use and function; 
•  traditions and management; 
•  location and setting; 
•  language, and other forms of intangible culture; 
•  spirit and feeling 

Attributes such as spirit and feeling do not lend 
themselves easily to practical applications of 
the conditions of authenticity, but are still valid 
indicators of character and sense of place, and 
are particularly important for the Tasmanian  
Aboriginal people in maintaining tradition and 
cultural continuity. In fact emerging research into 
the cultural attributes of the TWWHA highlights the 
importance of each of the previous dot points. 

In addition, to have OUV, all properties inscribed 
on the World Heritage List must have adequate 
protection and management mechanisms in place 
and demonstrate their effectiveness. In the case of 
the TWWHA, the 2016 Management Plan ensures 
effective management of the property. 

TOOGEE HILL PANORAMA  Photo: Aboriginal Heritage Tasmania 

OVERLOOKING SOUTH CAPE RIVULET 
Photo: Aboriginal Heritage Tasmania 
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Verifying Authenticity 

Cultural landscapes are physical areas containing 
natural features which may have been managed 
by human activity. Aboriginal people have lived in, 
used, managed and modifed the landscape of the 
TWWHA for 40 000 years. The physical evidence 
of this connection is apparent today in elements 
such as the vegetation types and coverage within 
the TWWHA, which were managed and modifed 
by targeted burning regimes implemented by 
Aboriginal people. 

Aboriginal cultural values are also evident in 
intangible knowledge associated with the TWWHA 
including story, song, dance, language, kinship, 
custom, ceremony and ritual. Knowledge of 
these intangible elements are held by Tasmanian 
Aboriginal people and are often associated with 
physical places or features within the landscape 
with some, such as the creation story associated 
with Louisa Bay and Cox Bight, presented to the 
public in the form of an interpretative walking trail 
known as the Needwonee Walk at Melaleuca. 

There are probably more than the 1200 known 
Aboriginal heritage sites within the TWWHA with 
each considered to have high cultural value to 
Tasmanian Aboriginal people as they represent 
important physical remains of ancestral Aboriginal 
life in the TWWHA. Many also have high scientifc 
value as they increase our understanding of the 
Aboriginal life and activities. 

The property contains numerous rockshelters that 
date from the Ice Age (known as the Pleistocene 
period) and are more than 10 000 years old. Among  
these are Warreen Cave and Parmerpar Meethaner  
which are the oldest known Aboriginal heritage sites  
in Tasmania. Archaeological excavation indicates  
Aboriginal people occupied these sites from   
40 000 years ago. These discoveries show that the  
Aboriginal habitation of the TWWHA was the most  
southern human occupation at this time predating  
human occupation in South America by up to  
20,000 years. 

There are at least thirty rock marking sites within 
the TWWHA with Riveaux and South Coast Cave 
among the most complex. Although dating rock 
markings is problematic, these may have be created 
more than 10 000 years ago. 

Among the most intriguing sites we have identifed 
in the TWWHA, are hut depressions on the west 
coast. Often associated with shell middens, 
these provide evidence for the construction  
by Tasmanian Aboriginal people of shelter 
structures, and indicate possible semi-permanent 
or permanent settlement of Aboriginal people in 
specifc locations. Evidence for such structures by 
Aboriginal people is rare in Australia and serves to 
emphasise the diversity of Tasmanian Aboriginal 
cultural practices in the TWWHA and their ability to 
adapt and live sustainably. 

Shell middens are a common site type in the TWWHA.  
These sites are located in coastal and freshwater 
areas and contain the remains of edible shellfsh 
that were gathered, cooked and eaten by Aboriginal 
people. These middens often contain charcoal and 
ash associated with cooking activities, butchered 
animal bones, stone artefacts, and human skeletal 
remains associated with burials. A few middens in 
the TWWHA have had archaeological excavations 
and carbon dating showing them to be 
approximately 3 000 years old and yielding a 
wealth of information on Aboriginal food sources, 
cultural practices and use of the landscape. 

Together, this documentation coupled with 
physical examples of occupation and culture, 
demonstrate the  authenticity of the property. 
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Understanding Condition  
Assessments 

The following series of tables and star wheel 
infographics attempt to present the various 
cultural values of the TWWHA and their attributes 
that make the TWWHA so globally signifcant, 
focusing on the world heritage listing criteria, 
and assessments of the condition of a range of 
cultural value attributes. Our approach adapts 
the International Union for the Conservation 
of Nature (IUCN) method in use since 2011 for 
world heritage area conservation assessments. It 
makes use of a condition rating system with four 
categories: ‘good’; ‘good with some concern’;  
‘signifcant concern’; and ‘unsatisfactory’. We have 
coupled this rating (known or expert opinion) with 
a consideration of the trend (known or expert 
opinion) in condition of the value as well as an 
assessment of how confdent we are in making 
these claims. We have also developed an alternative 
approach to displaying the information – the ‘star 
wheel’ infographic. 

To help the reader interpret the information 
contained in the assessment rating tables and ‘star 
wheel’ infographics, a guide to understanding the  
information is provided on the following two pages. 

ABORIGINAL SHELL MIDDEN ON THE SOUTH-WEST COAST AT STEPHENS BAY 
Photo: Aboriginal Heritage Tasmania 

ABORIGINAL STONE TOOL 
Photo: Aboriginal Heritage Tasmania 
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A guide to understanding the information on the following pages 

Trend Assessment 
Trend assessment is shown by these symbols with  
a ‘?’ used to show an unknown trend. 

Improving 

Stable 

Declining 

Mixed 

Unknown 

Trend 

 

 

 

 

 

t 
-

Evidence Availability 
The amount of evidence (published or scientifc 
opinion) available to help make our assessment. 

Evidence Availability 

Substantial evidence or level of 
consensus 

Adequate evidence or 
consensus for decision making 

Inferred due to very little or  
no evidence or consensus 

Growing levels of evidence  
or level of consensus 

Limited evidence or limited 
consensus 

  

  

  

  

  

• 
0 

0 

a 
~ 

Assessment Confdence Level 
Two ticks describes the known (with some degree 
of confdence) majority condition rating of a value 
or attribute across the entire TWWHA. 

One tick signifes a low level of confdence around 
the condition assessment score due to a paucity of 
data on the value or attribute. In such cases expert 
opinion is utilised to make the assessment. 

An overall condition summary and rating is also 
given for the category, considering all of the known 
and likely condition assessments of the values and 
attributes. 

Rated with confdence 

Limited confdence 

Assessment Confdence Level 

 

 

Assessment Rating defnition 
The rating categories used for each assessment 
and their defnition: Good; Good with some 
concern; Signifcant concern; and Unsatisfactory. 

Good – all cultural values are essentially intact 
and in excellent condition. Integrity of the 
TWWHA remains intact preserving the attributes 
that give the TWWHA its OUV. 

Good with some concern – some loss of 
condition or alteration has occurred in a 
few areas. The Integrity of the TWWHA is 
experiencing a slight deterioration impacting 
the resilience of some cultural sites and both 
tangible and intangible values. 

Signifcant concern – condition deterioration 
or loss has occurred in a number of areas. The 
Integrity of the TWWHA is deteriorating and the 
size of the property is becoming less effective 
as a buffer against disturbance. 

Unsatisfactory – widespread loss or alteration 
is occurring causing severe declines in the 
condition state of cultural sites and values. 

Assessment Rating defnition 

 

  

  

  

■ 

■ 

■ 

■ 
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Star Wheels 
The ‘star wheel’ infographic summarises the more 
detailed condition rating statements and presents 
them around the perimeter of the wheel. Then, 
taking into account the value condition ratings 
around the perimeter, makes an assessment of 
the overall condition rating which is shown in the 
centre. In this way it simplifes the presentation of 
the information and allows the reader to visualize a 
quick snapshot of the issues, values and condition. 
A generic template for interpreting how a ‘star 
wheel’ can be used to describe  an  assessment  of 
condition is shown below. 

SIGNIFICANT 
CONCERN 

Cultural Value 
2 

Cultural Value 
3 

Cultural Value 
1 

Cultural Value 
5 

Cultural Value 
4 

Cultural Value Category 

Overall assessment rating arrived at 
after assessment of each Cultural 
Value category and the condition of 
values within each category 

  

  

 

  

  

Assessment rating – colour coded 

Good 

Good with some concern 

Signifcant concern 

Unsatisfactory 

■ 
■ 
■ 
■ 

Threat Legend 
The table on page 16 uses the icons and threat 
impact ratings shown below. 
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World Heritage cultural value criteria and national  
heritage values assessment 

Current Summary and Assessment 

World Heritage cultural values and National Heritage values: 
The overall condition of the cultural values that make up the OUV of the property is 
considered to be ‘good with some concern’. Importantly however, this assessment is 
based on limited information and data. While the cultural landscapes used, modifed, 
and managed by Aboriginal people in the TWWHA and the associated cultural heritage 
sites appear to be largely intact, there are notable exceptions, threats, and emerging 
issues. The recent bushfres in the TWWHA are likely to have impacted on the cultural 
landscapes and associated Aboriginal cultural values, while recent recording provides 
evidence of impacts associated with natural processes. In addition, there are a number 
of emerging threats to values particularly on the TWWHA coastline. Furthermore, there 
is limited understanding of current and future threats, vulnerability, susceptibility and 
impacts of climate change to the Aboriginal cultural values in the TWWHA. A program 
of works that includes a project examining and identifying at risk Aboriginal cultural 
heritage sites in the TWWHA has commenced, however this project is small in scale 
and will require signifcant and ongoing funding and specialist resources to effectively 
inform the future management of the Aboriginal cultural values.    

(iii) b ear testimony to a cultural tradition or civilisation  
which is living or which has disappeared: 

The Pleistocene cave sites and associated cultural deposits in the property’s interior 
which were integral to the TWWHA’s initial inscription, are believed to be intact and in 
a condition rated as ‘good with some concern’. Importantly, this assessment is based 
on limited data as monitoring is not undertaken on sites owned and managed by the 
Aboriginal community. The Holocene sites on the coastline of the TWWHA, including 
the recently rediscovered rock marking sites in the south and on the southwest coast, 
together with shell middens, demonstrate evidence of ongoing impacts and damage 
associated with natural processes such as wind erosion and with emerging hazards 
such as removal of material.    

(iv) o utstanding example of a landscape which illustrates  
a signifcant stage in human history: 

landscape which illustrates (a) signifcant stage(s) in human history. Overall, the 
condition of the cultural landscape of the TWWHA, including those sites that provide 
tangible evidence for Aboriginal occupation, use, modifcation, and management, 
is assessed as ‘good with some concern’. This assessment is based on limited 
information. Importantly, the impacts of bushfres in 2018-19 on the landscape 
and associated Aboriginal cultural values remains largely unknown due to a limited 
assessment. Our recent research has identifed evidence of impacts to the cultural 
landscapes and Holocene sites of the TWWHA associated with natural processes such 
as wind and water erosion. These impacts are particularly evident at those sites located 
along the TWWHA coastline.  

(vi) d irectly or tangibly associated with events or living traditions: 
The condition of the globally exceptional Pleistocene and Holocene cave sites with 
their diverse and intact examples of rock markings, is assessed as ‘good with some 
concern’. Importantly, this assessment is based on limited information as there is no 
recent condition assessment data available on the Pleistocene sites which are owned 
and managed by the Aboriginal community. The recording and generation of baseline 
information on other Pleistocene and Holocene sites is also limited but increasing as 
our recently commenced research activity continues.   
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Authenticity:   
The TWWHA remains an outstanding and authentic example of a cultural landscape 
dating back more than 35 000 years. The Pleistocene cave deposits, including cultural 
deposits, are believed to be preserved and intact, which is an exceptional and  an 
important aspect of the OUV of the Aboriginal cultural heritage of the property. Despite  
this, there is recorded evidence for impacts and emerging threats to the property’s  
cultural values, leading to an assessment rating of ‘good with some concern’.   

Integrity:   
The property demonstrates the use, modifcation and management of the landscape 
by Aboriginal people over millennia. The property’s large extent, remoteness and 
quality of wilderness is the foundation for maintaining the integrity of its natural 
and cultural values. The overall integrity of the property is considered to be in “good 
condition” but limited data relating to cultural values means our confdence in making 
this assessment is limited.  
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AERIAL VIEW OF TOWTERER BEACH. AN ACTIVE SANDBLOW HAS BREACHED THE DUNE BACKING  
THE BEACH AND EXTENDS OVER 0.5 KM BEYOND IT INTO VEGETATED DUNES. ACTIVE DUNE  

EROSION POSES RISKS TO ABORIGINAL SITES AND VALUES ALONG THE COAST OF THE TWWHA 
Photo: Environment, NRE Tasmania 
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Condition assessment of Cultural Values 

Aboriginal cultural landscapes 
The overall condition of the Aboriginal cultural landscapes across the TWWHA is likely 
to be ‘good with some concern’ however, this is based on limited information with 
known impacts and emerging threats. 

Pleistocene rock shelters 
The overall condition of the Pleistocene rock shelters of the TWWHA is likely to be  
‘good with some concern’, based on limited information. 

Holocene  rock markings 
The overall condition of the Holocene rock marking sites in the TWWHA is likely to 
be ‘good with some concern’, based on limited information with known impacts and 
emerging threats. 

Aboriginal cultural heritage sites 
The overall condition of the Aboriginal cultural heritage sites in the TWWHA is likely 
to be ‘good with some concern’, based on limited information with known impacts and 
emerging threats. 

Built Heritage 
The physical condition of a variety of historical built heritage sites and structures has 
improved over the assessment period as a result of active conservation works. Trends 
in the condition of other historical structures is unclear or unknown. 

Cultural Values Overall Condition Summary 

TWWHA Cultural values and Built heritage 
The overall condition of the cultural values of the property is believed to be  ‘good with 
some concern’. Importantly however, this assessment is based on limited information 
and data apart from knowledge regarding threats. The recent bushfres in the TWWHA 
are likely to have impacted on the cultural values of the property, while recent recording 
provides evidence of fre impact to the cultural landscapes and sites. This recording has 
also identifed several threats to landscapes and sites on the TWWHA coastline. Often 
there is limited understanding of current and future impacts and vulnerabilities from 
climate change to the Aboriginal cultural values in the TWWHA. 
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Threats and risks to values? 
In common with world heritage listed properties  
around the world, the TWWHA faces a range of 
risks to its cultural values. Some of these risks are 
with us already and others are emerging. Some 
operate at either a very localised level, others 
across the entire property and others on very 
specifc attributes. The biggest current and likely 
near future threat to the OUV of the property is 
bushfre and we are already seeing an increased 
frequency and severity in fres over the last decade. 
If the current trend of landscape-scale bushfres 
of increasing frequency and intensity continues, 
permanent damage to some of the TWWHA’s key 
attributes is inevitable. The changing climate 
also brings with it a range of other threats such as 
increasing temperatures and sea level rise, each 
of which has the potential to adversely impact 
the cultural values of the property. We are already 
seeing dune erosion and impacts on middens along 
the rugged coastline as sea levels rise and storms 
intensify over the southern ocean. 

Increasing visitation also brings with it signifcant 
risks to the values of the property that will require 
careful management in order to ensure minimal 
impact to the particularly sensitive cultural 
values of some of the unique environments of the 
TWWHA. 

Biosecurity risks are poorly understood when it 
comes to impacts on cultural sites and values. In 
fact when it comes to our cultural values, most 
of the threats are poorly understood and many 
of the consequences could be signifcant for the 
property. As such, further research into threats and 
their potential impact on the important cultural 
values and sites of the TWWHA is needed to ensure 
that we can manage the property to maintain 
these values into the future, and in this regard, 
several projects have commenced to address these 
knowledge gaps. 

Whilst we may not have defnitive evidence of the 
threat rating for many of the stressors that can 
impact the cultural values of the property, our 
learnings from our risk assessments for the natural 
values help provide some suggested likely risk  
ratings. 

The following assessment graphics and risk tables 
make use of much of what we have learned from 
our studies with natural values and the limited 
cultural research undertaken to date. 

The star wheel presentation highlights not only the 
paucity of our understanding of how our cultural 
values respond to and could be impacted by a 
wide range of threats but that we expect bushfres 
and climate change are likely to pose the greatest 
threat both in the short and medium term. Most 
of the threats are expected to pose some risk 
ranging from low to moderate however we expect 
that there may be some particular values that will 
be more impacted than others by each particular 
threat, in a similar way to the natural values. The 
overriding message from the star wheel however 
is that we simply have little hard evidence on how 
the cultural values of the property are likely to be 
impacted. The following table attempts to provide 
a more granular expert opinion assessment of risk 
posed by each of the highlighted threats as they 
relate to each cultural value. 

PROPERTY 
AT 

UNKNOWN 
RISK  

Climate change 
& extreme 

events ? 

Bushfre ? 

Weeds ? 

Development ? 

Aircraft ? 

Watercraft ? 

Disease ? 

Overuse ? 

Illegal 
Activity ? 

Walkers ? 

THREATS TO CULTURAL VALUES 
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Aboriginal cultural landscapes  
Limited information is available or has been generated on the threats to the Aboriginal 
cultural landscapes of the TWWHA. Importantly, these landscapes are considered to 
be potentially susceptible to a range of natural and cultural threats including those 
associated with climate change and increased human activity. 

The threat to the Aboriginal cultural landscape values of the TWWHA whilst largely 
unknown, is expected to be major. 

Pleistocene rock shelters 
Limited information is available or has been generated on threats to the Pleistocene 
rock shelters in the TWWHA. Importantly, these sites are considered to be potentially 
susceptible to a range of natural and cultural threats including those associated with 
climate change and increased human activity. 

The threat to the Pleistocene cave site values of the TWWHA whilst largely unknown,  
is expected to be major. 

Holocene rock markings  
Limited information is available or has been generated on threats to the Holocene rock 
markings in the TWWHA. Recent recording indicates that some coastal sites are currently 
being impacted particularly in the south and south-west of the property, with sites 
considered to be suspectable to emerging threats including those associated with climate 
change and increased human activity. 

The threat to the Holocene rock markings site values of the TWWHA whilst largely 
unknown, is expected to be major. 

Aboriginal cultural heritage sites 
Limited information is available or has been generated on threats to the Aboriginal 
cultural heritage sites in the TWWHA. Recent recording indicates that some coastal sites 
are currently being impacted, with sites suspectable to emerging natural and cultural 
threats including those associated with climate change and increased human activity. 

The threat to the Aboriginal cultural heritage sites in the TWWHA whilst largely 
unknown, is expected to be major. 

Built Heritage  
Increasing fre frequency and intensity has the potential to severely impact the historical 
built heritage located across the property. Likewise increasing visitation may also pose a 
threat requiring careful management. 

The threat to the built heritage values of the TWWHA is considered to be moderate. 

? ? ? ? ? ? ? 

? ? ? ? 

? ? ? ? ? 

? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? 
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Condition and trends of cultural  
and built heritage values 

Summary 
There are probably more than the 1200 known 
Aboriginal cultural sites within the TWWHA. These 
sites are considered to have high cultural value to 
Tasmanian Aboriginal people as they represent 
important physical remains of ancestral Aboriginal 
life in the TWWHA. Many also have high scientifc 
value as they increase our understanding of the 
Aboriginal life and activities. 

Although the physical condition of the majority of 
Aboriginal cultural heritage sites and Aboriginal 
cultural values in the TWWHA is largely unknown 
and only just starting to be documented, the hard 
data we do have and the knowledge of Tasmanian 
Aboriginal people suggest that the condition of 
Tasmanian Aboriginal cultural values is generally 
‘good with some concern’. There has been a 
concerted effort in recent years to commence the 
process of assessment, identifcation, evaluation  
and monitoring of Aboriginal cultural values. 
The sites and values with the greatest amount of 
investigative effort to date are a small number 
of shell midden and rock marking sites on the 
southern and western coast of the TWWHA. These 
sites have been impacted by natural processes 
such as storm surges, however their condition is 
still classed as ‘good with some concern’ and with a 
deteriorating trend. 

Recently, the Tasmanian and Australian 
Governments have acknowledged and recognised 
the need to increase our understanding and 
effective management of the Aboriginal cultural 
values of the TWWHA. This commitment has led 
to the development of a series of projects and 
programs, which include engagement, consultation  
and collaboration with Tasmanian Aboriginal 
communities, to identify, assess and manage 
Aboriginal cultural values in the TWWHA. A number 
of these projects have started to generate baseline 
data that will inform the physical condition and 
risks to Aboriginal cultural heritage sites and their 
values into the future. Importantly however, at this 
stage these projects are small in scale and produce 
data for a very small sample of the total number 
of cultural sites and values across the TWWHA. 
A long term commitment is needed to ensure 
these projects continue, building our knowledge 
and documenting the history of a diverse cultural 
landscape where Tasmanian Aboriginal people have 
lived, used, managed and modifed the landscape 
for 40 000 years. 

Our assessment of the 3 World Heritage cultural  
listing criteria that the property is renowned for 
suggests an assessment rating of ‘good with some 
concern’ qualifed by a paucity of information.  
The TWWHA remains a globally signifcant example 
of a system of complex interactions between 
ecosystems and the oldest continuous culture that 
has evolved over 40 000 years. The property can 
therefore be considered as fundamentally retaining 
the same attributes that originally satisfed the 
three World Heritage cultural listing criteria that 
contribute to its OUV, however there are some 
attributes that are deteriorating leading to a rating 
of ‘good with  
some concern’. 

In the national and global context, the TWWHA  
is amongst the largest, most intact and least 
disturbed wilderness areas in the world. The 2013 
extension to the property boundary further 
enhanced the degree of intactness and naturalness 

PHOTOGRAMMETRY OF ROCK MARKINGS IN A CAVE SITE 
Photo: Aboriginal Heritage Tasmania 
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of the property, providing enduring World Heritage 
protection for additional signifcant cultural values. 
This increase in the size of the property is a primary 
reason why we expect the integrity of the property 
to be providing a high degree of protection for the 
cultural values, although this remains to be 
documented and there is growing expectation of 
likely impact from the emerging threat of climate 
change. 

Authenticity is assessed as ‘good with some 
concern’ compounded by a lack of information. 
Occupation of the area during the late Pleistocene 
and development of a unique cultural tradition 
in response to extreme climatic conditions was 
the primary basis to justify inscription of the 
property on the World Heritage List under cultural 
criteria. Those known Pleistocene cave deposits 
are believed to be well preserved leaving them 
largely undisturbed and safe from natural erosion 
and other impacts. The traditions, management 
systems, use and function, spirit, and language, can 
all be verifed through those Pleistocene cave sites 
with cultural deposits and rock art preserved and 
intact, a coastal zone rich in shell middens, and a 
landscape shaped by Tasmanian Aboriginal cultural 
burning and management. In verifying these 
attributes of the TWWHA’s OUV, the property’s 
World Heritage can be authenticated. 

The condition of cultural value attributes in the 
TWWHA is thought to be ‘good with some concern’ 
based on the limited available information. For 
those cultural values of the property displayed in 
the ‘star wheel’ infographic to the right, we have 
selected these as the key values associated with 
the three World Heritage cultural listing criteria 
for the TWWHA. At this stage in our assessment 
there is only limited information or monitored 
evidence available across the TWWHA, meaning 
that our assessments are often framed on the 
basis of known threats, expert opinion or elders’ 
understanding of the value. Our understanding of 
the potential impacts from many threats on the 
cultural values of the property is very limited. It 
is thought that climate change, development and 
visitation pressures, may each pose a signifcant 
threat in many parts of the property and will need 
careful consideration in future management 
strategies and plans. 

The physical condition of a variety of historical 
built heritage sites and structures of national 
signifcance has improved over the assessment 
period as a result of active conservation works 
undertaken by staff and volunteers. Signifcant 
improvements in the condition of historical 
heritage were achieved at Sarah Island Historic Site 
and Maatsuyker Island lighthouse. The condition of 
several remote area historical huts was maintained 
or improved, however the condition of various 
other huts and structures that do not currently 
provide ongoing recreational, management or 
community beneft, is considered likely to have 
deteriorated due to limited maintenance. Historical 
structures subject to the harsh environmental 
conditions in the TWWHA generally deteriorate 
over time in the absence of regular maintenance. 
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Condition and trends of  
Aboriginal cultural values 

The Aboriginal cultural heritage of the TWWHA 
incorporates a range of sites, landscapes and 
values that represent tangible and intangible 
Aboriginal occupation, cultural practice and long 
term management within the TWWHA for 40 000 
years. Archaeological research has demonstrated 
how Aboriginal people lived in and adapted to 
extreme changes in climate. 

This report examines the physical condition of 
tangible Aboriginal cultural sites including rock 
markings, rock shelters, middens, quarries, artefact 
scatters, and a cultural landscape as well as the 
Aboriginal cultural values of the TWWHA. Making 
assessments of the condition of intangible values is 
not currently possible. 

What is the condition and trends 
of Aboriginal cultural values? 
Summary Statement 
The overall physical condition of Aboriginal 
cultural values of the TWWHA is largely unknown. 
This is due to the fact that until recently, 
limited assessment, evaluation, monitoring or 
management work had been undertaken. 

A notable exception relates to a small number of 
shell midden and rock marking sites located on the 
south and west coast of the TWWHA. Field visits 
by heritage specialists from Aboriginal Heritage 
Tasmania and Aboriginal people have identifed 
signifcant impacts and damage to sites and their 
associated values by natural processes including 
wind erosion and inundation (storm surge) with the 
trend on their condition assessed as deteriorating. 

Recently, a number of funded projects and 
programs have started to generate data to inform 
the physical condition and risks to sites and values 
into the future. The work has included detailed 
3D recording of signifcant rock marking and rock 
shelter sites along the coastline. Importantly 
however, this work has produced data for a very 
small sample of the total number of cultural sites 
and values across the TWWHA. ABORIGINAL SHELL MIDDEN ON THE SOUTH-WEST  

COAST AT STEPHENS BAY, SHOWING SIGNS OF EROSION  
Photo: Aboriginal Heritage Tasmania 
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ERODED AND DAMAGED ABORIGINAL HUT  
DEPRESSION AND MIDDEN SITE, TWWHA  
Photo: Aboriginal Heritage Tasmania 

Snapshot: Management of At Risk Aboriginal Cultural Heritage Sites 
The effective management of Aboriginal cultural 
heritage sites and the associated cultural 
landscape requires a strong understanding of 
hazards to inform appropriate management 
strategies, actions and protocols. Whilst there are 
probably in excess of the 1200 known Aboriginal 
cultural heritage sites located across the TWWHA, 
information on the hazards impacting them both 
now and potentially in the future is very limited. 
A more complete understanding of the value, 
the threat and mitigation options is crucial to 
determine appropriate prioritised management 
actions, funding and resourcing. Importantly, this 
information will also support the collaborative 
joint land management of Aboriginal sites and 
landscapes with the Aboriginal people which 
is a fundamental commitment of the TWWHA 
Management Plan 2016. 

The ‘Management of At Risk Aboriginal Cultural 
Heritage Sites in the Tasmanian Wilderness World 
Heritage Area’ project is comprised of two key 
components. The frst involves the identifcation of 
hazards, assessment and identifcation of at risk 
sites along with the determination and development 
of management actions for at risk Aboriginal 
cultural heritage sites (Project 1).  The second 
involves the implementation of management 

actions and development of protocols for at risk 
Aboriginal cultural heritage sites (Project 2). 

A GIS model and associated decision tool suite has 
been developed as part of Project 1 for the coastal 
sites. The use of this spatial model and decision 
tools has assisted in developing a more informed 
understanding and assessment of hazards and 
helped identify at risk Aboriginal cultural heritage 
sites in a number of specifc locations along the 
west coast of the property. Field visits with the aim 
of completing data validation and feld assessment 
of threats and hazards, have commenced which 
will aid in informing discussions and decisions on 
prioritised management actions for these areas in 
conjunction with Aboriginal people. 

Whilst the Project has successfully generated a 
small sample of initial baseline data for coastal 
sites, ongoing funding and specialist resources 
are required to complete the Project, including 
refning the model for inland sites, and ensuring 
the long term, ongoing effective management of at 
risk sites in the TWWHA into the future. 
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Condition and trends of  
historical heritage values 

Introduction 
There are in excess of 350 historic heritage 
sites in the TWWHA , each relevant to historical 
themes such as early European exploration, 
19th century convict settlement and industry, 
hunting, grazing, mining and timber industries, 
hydro electric power development and tourism. 
Some sites, such as the convict settlement at 
Sarah Island in Macquarie Harbour, and pining 
and grazing cultural landscapes, may be of world 
and national heritage signifcance, while many 
others are of state signifcance or held in high 
esteem by rural communities located adjacent to 
the TWWHA. There are likely to be many places of 
historic heritage in the TWWHA which have yet to 
be recorded; mostly cultural landscapes, places 
of social signifcance and historical / industrial 
archaeological sites. 

Historic heritage in the TWWHA is managed in the 
same way as other core values of the TWWHA in 
line with World Heritage Convention obligations. 

What is the condition and trends 
of historical cultural values? 
The condition of historical cultural heritage in 
the TWWHA is assessed as being ‘good with some 
concern’, although a lack of onground information 
across all sites of signifcance limits a complete 
assessment and limits our confdence in making 
this statement. Some signifcant improvements  
in condition were achieved over the management 
period at selected sites – most notably at Sarah 
Island in Macquarie Harbour, and at historic huts 
that continue to provide a public recreational 
function. 

Is the TWWHA and its cultural 
heritage in as good or better 
condition than at the beginning 
of the management period 
(since 2004)? 
Based on available information, the condition 
of the historical cultural heritage sites of the 
TWWHA is rated as being generally in as good or 
better condition now than it was at the beginning 
of the assessment period. Over that time, there 
was no known loss of signifcance or integrity of 
the historical cultural heritage sites and assets 
contributing to the national heritage values of  
the TWWHA. 

SARAH ISLAND PENETENTIARY 
Photo: Lidiya Hudson 
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Snapshot: Sarah Island 
The Macquarie Harbour Penal Settlement, 
commonly known as Sarah Island, was established 
in 1822 as a place of secondary punishment 
for convicts who had offended in colonial Van 
Diemen’s Land. The area gained a fearsome 
reputation that was enhanced in later years 
by novels such as For the Term of His Natural 
Life. Its isolated location on the west coast 
of Tasmania exposed it to the full force of the 
region’s extreme weather and often prevented the 
supply of adequate food and equipment. During 
the settlement’s earliest years, convict life at 
Macquarie Harbour was characterised by harsh 
punishment, heavy labour, violence, murder, and 
numerous escape attempts. However, from 1828 
to its closure in 1833, Sarah Island operated as a 
busy industrial village, where the use of extreme 
disciplinary measures diminished in volume. It 
was also noted as the most productive ship and 
boatbuilding enterprise in the colony, utilising 
convict labour and a ready supply of highgrade 
local timbers. 

Sarah Island was briefy reoccupied in 1846–47 
as part of a government enterprise to log timber 
using convicts on probation but was soon 
abandoned. During the Mount Lyell mining boom 
of the 1880s and 1890s the expansion of the 
mining port town of Strahan at the northern end 
of Macquarie Harbour brought the frst tourists to 
Sarah Island and established a long tradition of 
public visitation. The island was frst gazetted as 
a government scenic reserve in 1926 and became 
part of the Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage 
Area in 1989. The Macquarie Harbour Historic Site, 
comprising some 15 300 hectares that encompass 
the many associated convict sites beyond Sarah 
Island, was proclaimed in June 1990. It along with 
Recherche Bay in the south east corner of the 
TWWHA are prime examples of colonial history 
and are of national heritage signifcance. 

ABOVE: EARLY TOURISM AT SARAH ISLAND 
RIGHT: SARAH ISLAND VIEW 1830S 

Status and Trends of TWWHA Cultural Heritage Values 202222 



SARAH ISLAND WALKWAY - Photo: Parks and Wildlife Service 

Sarah Island is currently visited by most tourists via 
the day cruise vessels that operate out of Strahan 
and venture around Macquarie Harbour and up  
the Gordon River (around 70 000 passengers per 
annum). Tourists have around 50 minutes at Sarah 
Island, and most are taken around the site by guides 
from the Round Earth Company, who also run a 
popular play about the convict period nightly at 
Strahan. As part of its obligations to promote and 
protect the site, the Tasmania Parks and Wildlife 
Service has been progressively upgrading visitor 
facilities and interpretation at Sarah Island. The 
latest round of works during the 2018–20 period 
was funded by the State Government at a cost 
of $400 000. These works have consisted of 
replacing all the interpretation signage around the 
island with more robust examples, the construction 
of a visitor shelter and interpretation node 
(building design by PWS staff), minor conservation 
works on some of the ruins, and the resurfacing and 
widening of the track-network so it more closely 
aligns with the Round Earth Company’s tours. 

SARAH ISLAND VISITOR SHELTER - Photo: Parks and Wildlife Service 
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TWILIGHT TARN HUT 
Photo: Tim Rudman 

DRY STONE CHIMNEY BUTT AT WHITEHORSE HILL IS POTENTIALLY  
THE REMNANTS OF A VERY EARLY SHEPHERD’S HUT LIKELY DATING  
FROM THE MID 19TH CENTURY.  
Photo: Environment, NRE Tasmania 
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Parks and Wildlife Service 
GPO Box 1751 
Hobart, Tasmania, 7001 

1300 TASPARKS (1300 827 727) 

www.parks.tas.gov.au 
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