
  
 
 
 

Victoria’s Draft 30-Year Infrastructure Strategy 
Submission from the Victorian National Parks Association  

 
Opposition to recommendation 84 for long-term leases within national parks 

 
 
25/02/2021 
 
Thank you for inviting public engagement into Infrastructure Victoria’s ‘Draft 30-Year Infrastructure 
Strategy’.   
 
The VNPA recognises the important contribution national parks play in supporting visitor access and 
tourism in Victoria, but there are far better options than recommendation 84 which proposes long-
term leases within national parks. Such a proposal is inconsistent with the objects of the National 
Parks Act 1975 and is a threat to the integrity of national parks as protected areas to be managed 
primarily for nature conservation.  The proposal is also contrary to current government policy.  
 
The Victorian National Parks Association is strongly opposed to recommendation 84 of the draft 
infrastructure strategy proposing long-term leases in national parks. We believe that nature-based 
tourism is better served by beneficial and ecologically sensitive development outside parks on private 
land adjacent to or in close proximity to parks. This will give far greater certainty to developers and is 
also consistent with broad-based public opinion in support of national park protection. 
 
Established in 1952, the VNPA is Victoria’s leading community-based nature conservation 
organisation. We are an independent, non-profit, membership-based group, which exists to support 
better protection and management of Victoria’s biodiversity and natural heritage. We also run 
extensive programs which promote the enjoyment and care of Victoria’s natural environment; these 
include bushwalking and outdoor activity programs, as well as citizen science programs. 
 
Our submission highlights a number of issues pertaining to recommendation 84 of the draft strategy, 
such as: 
 

- Current government policy that tourism development should be sited on private or other 
public land outside national parks. 

- The many benefits of investing in tourism infrastructure outside national parks. 
- Impacts on the well-being of Victoria’s prime natural areas, and inconsistencies with the 

objects of the National Parks Act 1975. 
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Current government policy is to encourage tourism development outside national parks 
 
It is current government policy1 that tourism development should be sited on private or other public 
land outside national parks, consistent with the Department of Environment, Land, Water and 
Planning’s ‘Tourism Leases in National Parks: Guidance Note, 2015’2. 
 
Private investment for appropriate, small-scale development inside a national park under a lease of 
up to 21 years, may be considered depending on whether the requirements of the National Parks Act 
1975 can be met. Guiding principles are set out in the policy, and include for example: “…A proposal 
that could be sited on private land or public land outside parks would not progress.” and “…The purpose 
of the development must be consistent with the legislative objectives and purpose of national parks.” 
This policy was reaffirmed on the floor of parliament on 5/2/20.  
 
Further, in regards to tourism infrastructure within parks, Victoria’s only nature-based tourism 
strategy3 sensibly prioritizes nature conservation objectives:  
 
“Appropriate nature-based tourism infrastructure needs to respect an area’s ecological integrity, 
manage impacts vigilantly and, most importantly, allow concentration of major visitor activities to 
areas where impacts can be contained. In general, significant built infrastructure should be located 
adjacent to a park, and sited and constructed in such a way as to be compatible with the conservation 
objectives of the adjoining park.” 
 
Victoria currently has over 2000 threatened species, and a large number of ecosystems are listed as 
threatened under state and/or federal law. There are numerous threatening processes impacting on 
our natural areas and climate change is now exacerbating those threats.  
 
The last thing nature needs is yet another threatening process in the form of inappropriate 
development within national parks. The flora, fauna and habitats within national parks are meant to 
be protected from threats, and utmost efforts should be made to manage national parks according to 
this principle. 
 
 
The benefits of investing in tourism infrastructure outside national parks 
 
Maintaining a policy of locating significant tourism infrastructure outside national parks gives long-
term certainty to planners, investors and developers. 
 
There are many benefits to investing in tourism infrastructure outside or adjacent to national parks, 
particularly on private land: 
 

 There are more opportunities for expansion of a successful business, with less onerous 
regulatory burdens than apply in a national park. 

 Developments outside parks, especially on private land, have better access to supporting 
infrastructure like water, power, waste management and parking, as well as easier access for 
staff and stock deliveries. 

 
1 Questions on Notice, Question No: 858. Legislative Council. Parliament of Victoria. 
https://qon.parliament.vic.gov.au/PARLIAMENT/general/qon/prod/qon.nsf/Search.xsp 
2 Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (2015). Tourism Leases in National Parks: Guidance 
Note. https://www.forestsandreserves.vic.gov.au/land-management/crown-land-leases-licences-and-permits  
3 Tourism Victoria (2008). Victoria’s Nature-Based Tourism Strategy 2008-2012.  
https://vgls.sdp.sirsidynix.net.au/client/search/asset/1287258  



 Private land tourism infrastructure is more likely to support, rather than compete with, the 
local economy.  

 Opportunities for investment into restoration and revegetation works on private land near or 
adjacent to national parks can increase biodiversity and conservation values in the landscape. 

 
Conversely, developments within parks can lead to: 

 increased weed and plant pathogen invasion 
 development “creep”, whereby an originally minor development grows ever larger as visitor 

numbers grow, with sequential small expansions adding up to a large impacted area. This 
unfortunate situation can be very hard to reverse and is well documented in the international 
literature. 

 overbearing engagement of park staff to manage infrastructure impacts, leaving important 
routine park management undone or compromised.  

 
Australia’s most successful nature-based tourism developments have been developed outside, but 
adjacent to, national parks. Among them: 

 Ayers Rock Resort, adjacent to Uluru–Kata Tjuta National Park in Central Australia 
 Cradle Mountain Lodge, adjacent to Cradle Mountain–Lake St Claire National Park in Tasmania 
 Freycinet Lodge, adjacent to Freycinet National Park in Tasmania 
 Capella Lodge, Lord Howe Island, adjacent to the Lord Howe Island World Heritage area 
 Falls Creek and Hotham Alpine Resorts adjacent to Victoria’s Alpine National Park 

 
Rather than looking for ways to increase development within national parks, the draft infrastructure 
strategy could look at facilitating planning approval processes near parks; it might be difficult, for 
example, for a farmer to build a bed and breakfast venue adjacent to a national park. 
 
That being said, development outside park boundaries can also impact on the values of the park and 
any development should be planned in a way that minimizes potential impacts on park values. This 
could be approached through an appropriate planning zone that accommodates both tourism and 
conservation objectives, effectively ensuring that the nature-based venture has the right ambience. 
 
Although infrastructure on private land is a preferred option, there may be opportunities for long 
leases for environmentally sensitive infrastructure within state forests. The ‘Leasing policy for 
Victorian Crown land’4 explains that the Crown Land (Reserves) Act 1978 and Forests Act 1958 provide 
that “the Minister may grant leases for a term of more than 21 years, but not more than 65 years, if 
the Minister is satisfied that: the purpose of the lease is not detrimental to the reserve purpose; the 
proposed use, development, improvements or works specified in the lease are of a substantial nature 
and of a value which justifies a longer-term lease; and the granting of a longer-term lease is in the 
public interest.”  
 
The option for tourism infrastructure within the more than 4 million ha of state forests has been rarely 
utilized or considered. We question the legitimacy of the demand for these extended lease options in 
national parks, considering the low take up in state forests.   
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
4 Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (2018). Leasing policy for Victorian Crown land. 
https://www.forestsandreserves.vic.gov.au/land-management/crown-land-leases-licences-and-permits  



Victoria’s national parks & the National Parks Act 1975 
 
Victorians are blessed with an incredibly diverse natural heritage - rainforests, tall eucalypt forests, 
wildflower-filled woodlands, mallee scrub, volcanic grasslands, deserts. Fortunately for nature, and 
for visitors to parks, many of these areas are part of our conservation reserve system to help protect 
them from threatening and exploitative processes such as logging, grazing, mining and development.  
 
Victoria’s national parks are protected under the National Parks Act 1975.5 The Act makes clear 
provisions in respect of national parks, State parks, marine national parks and marine sanctuaries for 
the preservation and protection of the natural environment within those parks. This includes the 
protection of indigenous flora and fauna, of features of scenic interest, of ecological, geological, 
archaeological, historic or other scientific interest, and of wilderness and remote and natural areas in 
parks in general. The Act encourages visitor access to parks subject to the above objectives. 
 
Here and around the world many national parks are facing a “crisis of popularity”6 so it is more 
important than ever that the advocacy for nature-based tourism is aimed at protecting nature. Both 
the number of visitors and the type of tourism can have an impact on the values of parks.  
 
While the Minister has the power to grant leases within national parks, the National Parks Act 1975 is 
explicit in that the purpose of a lease must be consistent with the objects of the Act and must not be 
for a term of more than 21 years. This is stipulated for good reasons: to protect the park’s natural 
values, and to protect the visitor experience.  
 
Infrastructure Victoria’s “Infrastructure priorities for the regions” report7, recommends that long 
leases for developments in national parks should only be granted if the Victorian Government should 
evaluate proposals against specific criteria. But that underestimates the high bar that any 
development would have to reach within a national park, and can lead to unrealistic expectations from 
those proposing developments. A recent case where extensive tourism developments were proposed 
for Mount Buffalo National Park simply led to a financially punishing drawn-out process, with the 
proposal eventually failing a PwC business case assessment (it would certainly have failed any 
environmental assessment, should one have been performed). 
 
One of Infrastructure Victoria’s proposed criteria for granting long term leases is that “the 
development of the land is in the public interest, which includes assessing benefits to the community, 
economy and environment.” However, these considerations should be made for all conscientious 
development, regardless of where it is located. The bar for environmental objectives is set very high 
in a national park, indeed the Act never mentions “balance” or “compromise”.  
 
The “Infrastructure priorities for the regions” report briefly mentions that “the Victorian Government 
can also investigate use of other public land near national parks” which, including private land, is 
exactly what should be focused on.  
 
 
 

 
5 National Parks Act 1975 (Vic)  
https://www.legislation.vic.gov.au/in-force/acts/national-parks-act-1975/ 
6 Simmons et al (2018). Crisis in our national parks: how tourists are loving nature to death. 
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/nov/20/national-parks-america-overcrowding-crisis-tourism-
visitation-solutions  
7 Infrastructure Victoria (2020). Infrastructure priorities for the regions – Key findings to inform Victoria’s 30-
year infrastructure strategy update, December 2020. 
https://www.infrastructurevictoria.com.au/project/research-infrastructure-priorities-for-the-regions/ 



The lack of social licence for commercial development within parks 
 
We know that ‘national parks’ are iconic to many in the community and have a high level of community 
support. Recent polling shows that six in seven (86%) of Melburnians support Victoria having a 
comprehensive network of national parks and conservation reserves across land and sea.8 This high 
level of support is consistent with previous polls undertaken over the years.9 
 
The continued push by elements of the tourism industry, somewhat opaquely try to harness this 
popularity for private commercial gain. The same polls which demonstrate high degree of support for 
national parks also highlight high level of skepticism and lack of support for tourism infrastructure 
inside parks.  
 
The vast majority of Victorians support national parks primarily for the protection of nature. A 
statewide poll undertaken in 2014 by Essential Media, asked about long-term leases, and found very 
low levels of community support (see below).  
 

 
 
We also know that previous attempts to open up national parks with longer term leases for 
commercial development such as at Wilson Promontory in the 1990’s (and again in 2013) and a long 
running dispute at Point Nepean National Park (2012 - 2015), have been met with strong community 
opposition to these types of commercial development in national parks.   
 
The lack of social license, legislative impediments, as well as costs associated with habitat removal 
associated with development, make this type of development difficult, even if it is attempted to be 
facilitated by government. We also note that this recommendation was based on arguments proposed 
by the tourism industry, which is an important player but not the only stakeholder.  
 
We certainly recognize that national parks are a benefit to society and that visitor infrastructure is an 
important tool, however we also need to be mindful that ‘appropriate’ levels of development and 
planning are undertaken to protect the extraordinary natural values that national parks offer.  
 
The VNPA recently released a new economic assessment which shows that investing in new national 
parks for Victoria’s central west will return between double to four times the economic return on 
investment. 
 
Undertaken by Sayer’s Advisory, an independent economic consultancy commissioned by the 
Victorian National Parks Association, the report assessed the costs and benefits of adding almost 

 
8 Polling 2020 https://vnpa.org.au/new-poll-highlights-growing-need-for-nature-and-parks/ 
9 Polling 2018 http://vnpa.org.au/victorian-polling-results-2018/  



60,000 hectares of expert-recommended new national parks and conservation areas, and almost 
20,000 hectares of regional park in the central west, within a close distance to Metropolitan 
Melbourne. 
 
The three scenarios assessed (a mix of low-level infrastructure and ecological management) all 
resulted in a net economic gain, with the cost benefits ranging between 4.8:1 to 2.31, that is for every 
$1 invested there is a potential return of $4.80 – $2.30 at the societal level.10 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The Victorian National Parks Association is strongly opposed to recommendation 84 of the draft 
infrastructure strategy proposing long-term leases in national parks.  
 
We recognise the important role that national parks play in supporting visitor access and tourism. 
However, we believe that nature-based tourism is better served by support for beneficial and 
ecologically sensitive development outside parks on private land adjacent to or in close proximity to 
parks. This gives far greater certainty to developers and is consistent with broad-based public opinion 
in support of national park protection.  
 
We also think it is important that Infrastructure Victoria considers the role of investment in ecological 
management in parks; to protect and enhance the goose that laid the golden egg rather than looking 
for ways to further fragment or exploit these core natural areas.  
 
 

 
Wilsons Promontory, 2013. Photo: Cloud9 Photography (Andrew North). 

 

 
10 https://vnpa.org.au/new-national-parks-for-central-west-victoria-makes-good-economic-sense-says-new-
modelling/  




