
PRECIPITOUS BLUFF
PRECIPITOUS BLUFF  NATIONAL PARK OR QUARRY?

If Australian conservationists are to gain environmental standing in law, then organisations such as the Tasmanian Conservation Trust must be 
prepared to fight cases as far as the High Court, not once but repeatedly over a period of years.Such a process may be costly, time-consuming 
and frustrating but it is an inescapable consideration in furthering the conservation cause.   Bruce Davis                                                                                   
The TCT acknowledges the generosity of Greg Buckman in allowing us to quote extensively from his recently published book Tasmania’s Wilderness Battles and  available in most good bookshops.

In 1969 the Tasmanian Conservation Trust became involved in a 
gruelling battle to protect Precipitous Bluff from mining.

The year before, Precipitous Bluff had been conspicuously excluded 
from the new Southwest National Park despite arguments to the 
contrary from the conservation movement. The following year a 
mineral survey reported that a large band of limestone was to be 
found on the lower slopes of the mountain.

The conservation movement did not view the find as a threat until 
December 1971, when a Melbourne-based prospecting company, 
Mineral Holdings, advertised that it was seeking a licence to mine at 
the Bluff. 

The idea that mining could be contemplated at such a remote 
wilderness location was of great concern to the TCT. The Australian 
Conservation Foundation (ACF), the Society for Growing Australian 
Native Plants, the Southwest Committee and the Hobart Walking 
Club, along with the TCT, all formally objected to the granting of the 
licence. When the objection was heard in the State Mining Court in 
December 1972, Mineral Holdings argued that the TCT and other 
objectors had no direct legal interest in the area since they were not 
adjoining landowners. This became a crucial point after the State 
Labor Government stopped the National Parks and Wildlife Service, 
which was an adjoining landowner, from objecting. 

In a ruling that made State legal history, the Mining Warden found that 
the objectors did have standing and rejected the licence.

The then Premier Eric Reece was also the Minister for Mines and 
had the power to overturn the decision but, before he could, Mineral 
Holdings lodged an appeal with the Tasmanian Supreme Court. The 
appeal was heard in June 1973. By then the issue had become the 
most significant campaign the TCT had ever undertaken.

The TCT President at that time, Keith Vallance, noted that in contrast 
to the Lake Pedder fight the Precipitous Bluff campaign “had unified 
Tasmanian conservation organisations in a way that Lake Pedder had 
failed to do”. The TCT’s campaign assumed a high profile and even 
gained support from the parliamentary Liberal opposition.

The TCT was baffled by Mineral Holdings’ apparent determination to 
pursue the mine in a remote area of the State which had no roads or 
shipping infrastructure. The TCT estimated that the cost of limestone 
taken from the area would be two-and-a-half times that of limestone 
extracted elsewhere. 

Sadly for the TCT, the Supreme Court overturned the Mining 
Warden’s decision. Despite this setback the TCT chose to continue 
the fight and appealed the decision to the full bench of the Supreme 
Court aided by Federal Legal Aid funds. However, it was a further two 
years before the full bench heard the appeal. This delay was used by 
the State Government as an excuse to hold off publishing a new draft 
management plan for the Southwest National Park that was likely to 
recommend expanded boundaries for the park.

Finally, in May 1975 the court handed down its decision. All three 
judges upheld the earlier decision and Mineral Holdings’ costs were 
awarded against the TCT. The Trust was devastated. It had staked a 
lot on this case and had lost for a second time.

Shortly before the full bench decision the new draft management 
plan was released. Its most controversial recommendation was that 
Precipitous Bluff be included in the park but a significant part of 
the nearby Hartz Mountains National Park should be excised. This 
excision was to be compensation for the forest resource that the 
Australian Paper Manufacturers (APM) would lose from the inclusion 
of Precipitous Bluff, an area for which it had pulpwood concession 
rights.

The TCT was delighted with the inclusion of the Bluff in the park but 
had a mixed reaction to the excision from Hartz Mountains National 
Park. By the time of the Supreme Court’s full bench decision the 
TCT had been campaigning for three years for the right to be able to 
object to mining licences and could have reasonably been expected 
to wind up its campaign. However, following a legal opinion from 
Edward St John, the TCT decided to appeal to the High Court. It took 
another two years for the High Court to hear the appeal. A three-to-
two majority ruled against the TCT in 1977.

This five-year campaign left the TCT exhausted and 
saddled with a massive legal bill. The TCT appeals were 
as much about the right to be represented in court as they 
were about saving Precipitous Bluff.


