
MAATSUYKER ISLAND

In 1979 a subcommittee of 
the TCT conducted a campaign to retain 
lighthouse keepers on Maatsuyker Island. It 
was part of a broader campaign to maintain 
keepers on three Tasmanian islands, Deal, 
Swan and Maatsuyker. The Australian 
Department of Transport which operated the 
Commonwealth Lighthouse Service, was 
proposing to remove keepers from these 
remote islands

Active on the TCT subcommittee were 
Peter Blackwell (a former TCT director 
and relief keeper), Deirdre Brown (ex–TCT 
member) and Elaine Banks (ex–relief keeper, 
Maatsuyker) and Pat Wessing (former TCT 
President).

The TCT mounted this campaign because 
the presence of lighthouse keepers was 
invaluable: keepers performed a number 
of important functions on these remote 

islands. They were de facto rangers (protecting 
the natural values) and provided detailed 
weather reports (of great benefit to boat 
users and aviators) for southwest Tasmania. 
At Maatsuyker (one of the few permanently 
occupied locations on the southern coast of 
Tasmania) the keepers acted as fire-spotters for 
the district. They also relayed important search 
and rescue information as the radio phone on 
the island was (and still is) one of the more 
reliable ways of transmitting information, even 
with the advent of satellite communication. The 
presence of keepers protected the important 
cultural heritage values of the lighthouse era 
as well as the Indigenous heritage. The TCT 
campaign was successful and keepers on 
Maatsuyker were retained for a further 19 
years. 

However, in 1998 the Australian Maritime 
Safety Authority (AMSA) suddenly announced 
it was withdrawing keepers from the island. In 
a dispute with the Tasmanian Government (to 

whom AMSA wanted to transfer the island), 
it was proposed that no human presence 
be maintained on the island. The TCT led 
a new campaign to establish a volunteer 
caretaker program on Maatsuyker, which was 
subsequently established by the Parks and 
Wildlife Service(PWS). Key people working on 
this issue for the TCT at the time were Suzy 
Manigian, Steve Cronin, Michael Lynch, Pat 
Wessing, Steph Cahalan, Alistair Graham and 
Christian Bell. The caretaker program is one 
of PWS’s most successful volunteer projects. 
Friends of Maatsuyker Island, an ongoing 
Wildcare sub-group, also assist with projects 
on the island. They can be contacted via email: 
wildcaremaatsukerisland@gmail.com


