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1. Background

In 2002 the New England Ecotourism Society (NEES) proposed the idea of
developing a long distance walking track, starting somewhere near Walcha (in the
Northern Tablelands of NSW), to wind through the spectacular New England gorge
country, down the coastal escarpment through Bellingen to finish at Coffs Harbour.
The idea was to open up the ecotourism potential of this cross regional corridor, to
link the unique rural places and provide better access to the various World Heritage
landscapes. These include remnants of ancient Antarctic Beech forests both wet
coastal, temperate and dry rainforests as well as sub-alpine ecosystems. This idea
partly arose out of an earlier National Ecotourism Conference at Rottenest Island,
where Col Bale of the New England Institute of TAFE Eco-Guiding Centre based in
Armidale, had seen the possibility of building a local ecotourism industry based on
the potential offered by the Bibbulmun Track in Western Australia.

These regional landscapes have been walked for more than 50,000 years by at least 5
custodian Aboriginal Peoples and wandered earlier by the giant Wombat
(Diprotodon). These lands are home to some of Australia’s finest superfine merino
sheep, glorious subtropical beaches, a huge variety of bird life, koalas and the
threatened yellow-footed rock wallaby across a 600km corridor arching from
tablelands to the coast. This country is also richly bound in stories.

2. A Collaborative Planning Process Seeking to Build Regional Stakeholder
Partnerships.

In undertaking the concept plan and feasibility study’, a new collaborative planning
process was field-tested. This regional ecotourism planning exercise focused on
accessing both local community and landholders place knowledge and expert agency
views on what sort of track initiative was viable and how it could be managed
sustainably. This deliberate process of community engagement also sought to catalyze
a regional stakeholder partnership group that could subsequently co-manage the
initiative if it proved feasible and could justify regional investment. The original brief
by NEES was to investigate the feasibility and design of an ecological and culturally
sensitive track.

1 . . .
Contact emails for each of the authors respectively are: molough2@une.edu.au; jvander @une.edu.au;
glen@ecotourism.com.au

? The New England Ecotourism Society (NEES) is the initiating body of the Waterfall Track network and the
Centre for Ecological Economics & Water Policy Research at the University of New England (CEEWPR-UNE),
was commissioned to undertake the Concept Plan and Feasibility Studies. We wish to acknowledge here the
visionary work by Lindsay Teychenne, former president of NEES amongst others, who are responsible for
catalyzing this regional social enterprise initiative.

? The full concept plan and feasibility study is available for download from www.une.edu.au/cwpr/track
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Included in these stakeholder discussions and supporting these studies were Armidale-
Dumaresq, Walcha, Bellingen and Coffs Harbour Councils, NSW National Parks and
Wildlife Service, State Forests NSW and NSW Tourism. A series of meetings to
explore this initiative were then held with Aboriginal Tableland Elders and
communities, regional tourism bodies, both on the coast and in the New England, and
with the aforementioned agencies.

The concept planning and feasibility study took over 18 months to complete, due
primarily to the need to genuinely engage the appropriate stakeholder groups. There
were 2 phases. The first involved scoping the issues and included public forums,
publications of various newspaper articles inviting discussion, agency meetings and
exhibitions, which canvassed feedback and support for the project as well as to
identify the key stakeholders needing to be closely engaged. The second phase
included a number of well-attended community meetings and on-going key
stakeholder meetings and field visits.

These community planning conversations were recorded as system maps in order to
capture the diversity of community and local landholder ideas and advice. These
system maps contained the place wisdom, issues, concerns and desires as to what a
feasible walking track based ecotourism project would look like and how it could be
managed sustainably. Examples of the Coffs Harbour and Ebor community meetings
are attached as Figure 1 and 2 at end of paper. They contain not just the key issues to
be addressed but workable alternatives as to how these can be overcome as well as the
distinguishing design principles and agreed ethos for developing the project over the
next 30 years. The themes and design principles in these community-agency
conversations then became the basis of the Concept Plan. A summary map of the key
ideas to come from these meetings was then derived, and is presented here at Figure 3.

These system maps were returned to the communities at their request with a summary
of the Concept Plan, see Figure 4, as well as all 3 of the full reports being made
available on-line. The Triple Bottom Line Feasibility Study investigated the new
community-agency, re-visioned track ecotourism concept. NEES had by then
abandoned their original notion of building a continuous long distance walking
track from Walcha to the Coast and wanted the social, cultural, economic and
ecological feasibility of this new fotal tourism regional nature-ecotourism concept,
examined. This unique Feasibility Study identified current and emergent market
ecotourism niches, explored a collaborative stakeholder community governance
management structure and outlined options for an alternative business model to
provide for track maintenance and development with community agency partnerships.

The concept planning process showed widespread support for the development of an
evolving network of diverse regional walking experiences based on resurrecting
existing tracks. It was also identified that this project would need both central and
local stakeholder governance structure for it to be managed sustainably, for local
communities to retain ownership and their sense of place, for ecosystems to be
conserved and managed to take account of increased visitation and to allow the
on-going cultural integrity of Aboriginal communities over their country to be
recognised and respected.

Regional Futures Building; Planning Sustainable Ecotourism
M. O’Loughlin, J. van der Lee, G. Chapman 2



These studies concluded that this initiative has the potential to become a world-
class total regional, nature-ecotourism and Indigenous tourism destination and
to contribute to regional development.

3. A New Total Regional Ecotourism Destination Concept Emerges.

‘The Waterfall Way Walking Track network is envisaged as an evolving network of
diverse walking track and experiences along an east-west corridor offering
recreational opportunities and is both a platform and brand identity for marketing
regional experiences and various nature-based, ecotourism and adventure
products’

Communities emphasised that visitors while walking this cross regional corridor
should also be invited to sample the regional cuisine, wines and cultural stories of the
country. The network of walking tracks would be an attractor, showcasing sustainable
management practices, embracing a new type of classroom but going beyond just
ecological education — incorporating new total regional destination concept.

4. Learning from Mistakes and Honouring Community Expectations/Needs

The project team were conscious of the fact that community trust needed to be earned
and that this would take time, and humility. It was important then that the project
team operated with as much transparency as possible to enable community ownership
of the initiative. However, the best laid plans can soon become unstuck. During the
planning process, a major problem was encountered with the publication of photos on-
line of walking expeditions that explored the ecotourism potential and possible track
routes. This alarmed some local stakeholders who as a result quite rightly feared that
visitors would be trampling across their land, disturbing lambing, getting lost and
incurring liability if they were somehow injured. This obviously violated certain place
protocols and respect for landholder rights to participate or not in the track project.
These photos and any reference to possible track routes were immediately removed
from NEES web sites once the breach of protocol became known. The project team
then came to the conclusion that interim track routes could not be made public on the
Internet and any track to be developed needed to be negotiated with all stakeholders
concerned prior to finalisation. Similarly, track routes would also need Memoranda of
Understanding with Aboriginal communities and a new realisation that any of these
negotiations would need to show respect for the traditional Peoples, follow agreed
protocols and not rush to meet some timetable.

5. Ensuring Sustainable Regional Ecotourism Initiatives

In our view, sustainability is a place and context dependent notion. Meaning that in
some places and fragile ecosystems, visitation and walker numbers may have to be
capped to avoid ecological damage or disruption to a communities’ sense of place.
This is the case in some New England walking areas, where even a medium level of
walking tourism would disrupt the birth size and breeding habits of resident platypus.
Other areas, say in the coastal rainforests, may be better able to tolerate higher
visitation. Overall, stakeholders agreed that the appropriate marketing strategy should

* Refer Waterfall Way Walking Track Concept Study’ www.une.edu.au/cwpr/track
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focus on ensuring a low volume, high return strategy to minimise visitor ecological
and cultural-social impacts.

Sustainability is something stakeholders and communities need to reflect on and learn
about in situ. Further, developing place systems maps that show the interrelationships
and plot the dynamics arising from increased visitation impacts and identifying
integrated, holistic sustainable indicators, is seen as necessary learning to sustainably
manage this initiative.

6. Sustainable Social Enterprises are Values-Ethos and Principle Guided.

This collaborative planning process deliberately set out to explore whether it was
possible to catalyse the defining characteristics of a sustainable (regional ecotourism)
enterprise. These attributes included whether it was possible to develop a shared
identity and an aligned view of what this enterprise intends to build and how shared
values and overriding purpose and audacious long-term goals. To these, we would
add the capacity to anticipate and adapt to changes in markets and to shape supporting
government policy.

The identified guiding principles for this social enterprise include:

* low volume, high yield visitation to protect the fragile ecosystems and
maintain the ‘sense of place’ of members of small communities in particular;

* promote respect for the Traditional Owners, Indigenous cultures and
‘country’;

* that the track network needs to be managed in a holistic and integrated way,
ie. social, cultural, environmental and economic elements are considered as a
whole;

* promote education around environmental values and to utilise the track and
other experiences as a new classroom;

* showcasing the sustainable management of forests, National Parks, and
landholdings; and

* promote the social and community wellbeing and health in connection to the
cross-regional landscapes.

7. Next Steps

The next stage is to implement the Waterfall Track Business Plan, focusing on
developing the cross-regional stakeholder partnership governance-management
structure. Secondly, to collaboratively construct a regional identity that ensures this
enterprise is ‘owned’ by communities and stakeholders.

This is considered a first priority alongside negotiating and developing tracks and
their supporting products and infrastructure. The following stage needs to identify
holistic, integrated sustainability indicators that illustrate the impacts, the positive and
negative feedback of increased visitation and whether progress is being made towards
social, cultural, ecological and economic sustainability.
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FIGURE 4: The Concept Map

Concept Plan: waterfall way walking Tracks
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setif, o A New England Ecotourism Society (NEES) community project supported by Walcha, Armidale-Dumaresq, Bellingen and
ukhentic expo Coifs Harbour Councils, NSW NPWS & Tourism NSW. Full Concept Plan available at these offices,
for NEES informalion visit www.ecotourism.com.au or Mick O'Loughlin on 02 6773 3986, or www.une.adu.awcwpritrack/conplan

or contact Lindsay Teychenne on 0438 713886 or lindsay @ ecotourism.com.au research undertakan by the CEEWPR, University of New England
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