
 

 

 

 

 

Prepared for the Australian Committee of the International Union for Conservation of Nature. The 
views and opinions expressed within are those of the authors and do not represent the official 
position of the ACIUCN, its partners, or affiliates. 

 

Keeping  
the Outstanding  
Exceptional  

 
Snapshot Report on 
World Heritage 
Management 

Kathy Zischka 
 
Hala Razian 
 
 



 2 

This snapshot report is the final product of a research project commissioned by the 
ACIUCN in collaboration with the Macquarie University Graduate School of the 
Environment in recognition of the 40th anniversary of the World Heritage Convention. 
World Heritage has had a vibrant and integral role in shaping Australia’s environmental 
outcomes, and the 40th anniversary of the Convention presents an opportune moment to 
reflect on the past, present and future of World Heritage in Australia. This report 
highlights trends, issues, and achievements in World Heritage area management from the 
perspective of the on ground manager, aiming to give an authentic and important voice 
to World Heritage managers at the ‘Keeping the Outstanding Exceptional’ symposium. 
Drawing on Convention obligations, a questionnaire was developed and delivered to key 
managers of Australia’s 16 natural and mixed World Heritage areas. This report presents 
findings in the areas of governance, resources, capacity building, community 
engagement, and an exploration of opportunities and threats in World Heritage 
management. 
 

Introduction  

World Heritage Convention Obligations 

• To adopt a general policy which aims to give the cultural and natural heritage a function in 
the life of the community and to integrate the protection of that heritage into 
comprehensive planning programmes; 

 
• To set up within its territories, where such services do not exist, one or more services for the 

protection, conservation and presentation of the cultural and natural heritage with an 
appropriate staff and possessing the means to discharge their functions; 

 
• To develop scientific and technical studies and research and to work out such operating 

methods as will make the State capable of counteracting the dangers that threaten its 
cultural or natural heritage 

 
• To take the appropriate legal, scientific, technical, administrative and financial measures 

necessary for the identification, protection, conservation, presentation and rehabilitation of 
this heritage 

 
• To foster the establishment or development of national or regional centres for training in the 

protection, conservation and presentation of the cultural and natural heritage and to 
encourage scientific research in this field. 

Australia’s obligations as a signatory to the World Heritage Convention include: 
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Australia’s natural and mixed World Heritage areas are governed under three main jurisdictions: 
Commonwealth government, State government, and joint management arrangements. The 
operational management of these areas is carried out through the implementation of designated 
site-specific management plans, with the majority of managers highlighting the importance of 
additional strategic documents that support World Heritage management, such as biodiversity 
strategies.  Most World Heritage managers are guided by management and scientific advisory 
bodies. 

 

 

 

Governance  

What differentiates World Heritage from other 
protected areas?  Managers said… 
 

! The Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 
1999, as the overarching legislative framework providing added 
protection of all lands within World Heritage 
 

! The role of World Heritage Advisory Committees in supporting 
outcomes 
 

! The active role of Commonwealth, State and Territory 
Governments in ensuring protection 

 
! Prospects, and in some cases mandates, for intergovernmental 

cooperation 
 
! Added responsibility to protect the Outstanding Universal Value 

(OUV) of the property over and above other values 

Managers cited the 
Environmental 
Protection and 
Biodiversity 
Conservation (EPBC) 
Act 1999 as an 
important legislative 
structure that 
facilitates the added 
protections required 
to maintain, in 
perpetuity, the OUV 
of World Heritage 
areas. 

Wet Tropics of Queensland 

Fraser Island 

Lord Howe Island 

Gondwana Rainforests of Australia 
 

Willandra Lakes Region 

Greater Blue Mountains Area 

Tasmanian Wilderness 

Australian Fossil Mammal Site (Naracoorte) 

Great Barrier Reef 

Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park 

Australian Fossil Mammal Site (Riversleigh) 

Kakadu National Park 

Purnululu National Park 

Ningaloo Coast 

Macquarie Island 

Heard and McDonald Islands Group 

Shark Bay 

Commonwealth managed Joint managed State managed 
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Increase 
53% 

No change 
27% 

Decrease 
7% 

N/A 
13% 

FOOD FOR THOUGHT: How can World Heritage management agencies innovate to build 
resources and capacity through partnerships?  

54% 

 

Resources 

World Heritage area managers are tasked 
with implementing services - legal, 
scientific, technical, administrative and 
financial - for the protection, 
conservation, and presentation of the 
OUV. Questions pertaining to resource 
allocation probe the ability, and extent to 
which, financial resources allocated to 
World Heritage areas contribute to these 
objectives.  
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World Heritage Areas 

Govt - Commonwealth Govt - State Private 

Revenue Partnerships Other 

Convention Obligations & 
Resource Allocation… 

State 
government 

Commonwealth 
government 

Revenue 
collection 

World Heritage funding varies according to 
jurisdiction, level of visitation and commercial 
operations. The main sources are from the 
budgets of the Commonwealth or State 
management agencies and from site derived 
revenue collection activities, licensing fees and 
leases, plus small components of private 
donations and partnerships. 
 
One common issue to all sites was the lack of 
resources reaching World Heritage areas from 
private partnerships. This points to a 
substantial opportunity to leverage significant 
additional human and financial resources from 
well designed partnerships that do not 
compromise values. The potential power of 
partnerships is illustrated under the capacity 
building section of this report. 
 
53% of respondents have indicated that, since 
2003, budgets for World Heritage management 
have increased overall.  However, managers 
also generally indicated that while budgets 
largely met day-to-day operational needs, 
there were strategic areas where further 
investment would allow an improvement in 
management and engagement strategies. 

Change in budget 
reported since 
2003 Periodic 

Report 

Average Top 3 
sources of funding: 

53% 

43% 
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Top 3 partners ‘actively 
involved’ in training & 
education programs: 

67% 

 

Capacity Building 
1. Training & Education 
 

Training and education programs for World Heritage staff and the broader community are a key 
opportunity for creating effective management strategies to protect and conserve the natural 
and cultural value of a World Heritage area, and to communicate the OUV to members of the 
public.  Trends indicate that partnerships for training and education are being developed with 
a range of World Heritage stakeholders including government, NGOs, and tourism.  Overall, 67% 
of World Heritage areas foster partnerships with State governments, 57% with the 
Commonwealth, and 47% with the tourism sector.  Examples of programs and partnerships 
highlighted by managers as being particularly successful for training and education in World 
Heritage are highlighted below.  These programs provide an opportunity to share skills in 
training and education both nationally within the Australian World Heritage network, as well as 
internationally in the wider Asia Pacific region. 
 

Cultural Awareness Training | Greater Blue Mountains 
Cultural awareness training for government agency staff 
supported by Aboriginal co-management arrangements in 
the World Heritage area  
 
'Key Themes and Messages Guidelines' | Gondwana    
Rainforests 
Training program for agency staff developed by the 
Gondwana Rainforests Technical and Scientific Advisory 
Committee 

 
‘Kakadu knowledge for tour guides course' | Parks 
Australia & Charles Darwin University 
Compulsory course for commercial tour guides, including 
focus on World Heritage values and history 
 
‘Raising the Bar'| Wet Tropics Management Authority 
(WTMA) & Queensland Tourism Industry Council (QTIC) 
New 2012 World Heritage tour guide training program with 
specific focus on the management of World Heritage values 
 
‘Reef ED’ & ‘Reef Guardian Schools’| Great Barrier Reef  
Education centre for teachers and schools providing 
interactive online training materials about the biology, 
ecology, and management of the reef, including the 
significance of OUV 

FOOD FOR THOUGHT:  How can training, education, science, and technology be used to 
promote the World Heritage brand and OUV to improve management outcomes? 
 
How can partnerships be used to further leverage the World Heritage brand to increase 
community engagement? 
 
No universal concept, nor clear standard, is available for how World Heritage should be 
managed to maintain, in perpetuity, the OUV of sites. What opportunities exist to leverage the 
World Heritage network to facilitate training and understanding in this regard?   

Programs & Partnerships Regional Training 
 

In 2010/2011, WTMA & 
SEWPaC conducted a training 
workshop on Periodic 
Reporting for four Pacific 
Island countries, further 
developing the capacity for 
World Heritage management 
regionally. 

Commonwealth 
Government 

Tourism 

State 
Government 

47% 

57% 
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20% 

73% 

40% 

40% 

20% 

60% say listing has increased scientific 
and technical monitoring: 
 
 

73% say listing has facilitated the 
incorporation of scientific monitoring 
into governance: 
 
 

 

 Convention Obligations & 
Capacity Building… 

The effective management of World 
Heritage areas is dependent on the 
capacity of its managers and staff to 
effectively discharge their functions in 
service of the protection, conservation 
and presentation of the OUV. This 
includes establishing training and 
education centres for staff, and 
developing scientific and technical 
research.  

2. Scientific & Technical Research 
 

Scientific and technical research partnerships and programs provide managers and staff with 
the capacity to monitor the cultural and natural values within World Heritage areas, and to 
respond to potential threats. Partnerships are highlighted through the degree of partner 
involvement in scientific and technical programs, with trends indicating that in 64% of World 
Heritage areas Commonwealth agencies are actively engaged in scientific and technical 
research, State agencies in 57%, and academic institutions in 47%.  Advisory partnerships have 
been developed with NGOs in 54% of areas, with indigenous communities in 50%, the private 
sector in 46%, and tourism in 43% of areas. The private sector was also identified as the least 
leveraged partnership, with no partnership established in 31% of areas.  Again, the leveraging of 
private partnerships may offer opportunities for future collaboration.  Examples of particularly 
successful partnerships and programs for scientific and technical research are highlighted 
below.  In addition, the World Heritage listing of an area has had a largely positive impact on 
facilitating scientific monitoring studies and the incorporation of scientific monitoring data into 
governance.  
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Positive 

 No effect 

 

 

 Increased  

somewhat 

 
 No change 

 

Increased  

considerably 

 

Heard & McDonald Islands| Australian Antarctic 
Division (AAD) & University of Tasmania (UTAS) 
Remote sensing projects using satellite technology 
 

Great Barrier Reef |Australian Institute of 
Marine Science (AIMS) 
Long-term marine monitoring program 
 
Naracoorte | Flinders University 
Long-term paleologic research in Naracoorte Caves 
National Park and World Heritage area 
 

Wet Tropics | Commonwealth Scientific and 
Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) 
Long-term rainforest dynamics research 
 

Tasmanian Wilderness | University of Tasmania 
Monitoring programs, including for marine 
reserves, plant disease, and threatened species 
 
Uluru-Kata Tjuta & Kakadu | Multiple 
collaborations 
Multiple research programs.  Research advisory 
and consultative committees established to 
provide advice on research issues and priorities 
 
Macquarie Island| AAD  
Long-term vegetation and wildlife monitoring 
programs through the AAD science program 
established in 1948 
 

Shark Bay| Yadgalah Aboriginal Corporation 
Research, monitoring and management of dugongs 
including GPS satellite radio tracking to address 
dugong conservation and management issues 
 

Gondwana Rainforests | Several Universities 
Under the Caring for our Country program 
collaborations have been established for 
monitoring studies including fauna, flora, climate 
change, and fire threats 

N/A 

Programs & Partnerships 
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Community Engagement 

Convention Obligations & Community Engagement 
Communicating the OUV of World Heritage areas in such a way as to integrate the broader 
community of World Heritage stakeholders in a meaningful way, gives World Heritage ‘a function 
in the life of the community’.  Active participation, effective communication, and an emphasis 
on adequately monitoring and promoting positive economic and social impacts flowing from 
World Heritage status, may lift community valuation and active involvement of its protection. 

1.Inform 2.Consult 3.Involve 4.Collaborate 5.Empower 

Indigenous 
Communities 

Local 
Stakeholders 

Access to 
Decision 
Making 

Access to 
Operational 
Processes 

3.4 

3.3 

2.9 

2.2 

 

Indigenous communities. Local stakeholders were most likely to be ‘involved’ in decision-
making processes (average score 2.2). That is, managers see engagement with local 
stakeholders as working “directly with the public throughout the process to ensure that public 
concerns and aspirations are consistently understood and considered”. For Indigenous 
communities, managers indicated an equal likelihood of engagement (29%) through 
‘consultation’ (i.e. primarily to obtain public feedback on analysis, or through ‘empowerment’ 
(i.e. placing final decision making power in the hands of Indigenous communities) in decision 
making processes.  The average score here was 3.3. When it comes to involvement in 
operational processes, 36% of responding managers indicated participation levels for local 
stakeholders consist of keeping the public ‘informed’ about processes. For Indigenous 
communities, ‘consultation’ was the dominant form of participation in operational processes 
(33%). The respective average was 2.9 and 3.4.  The figure above shows the average level of 
engagement indicated by respondents for each group along the spectrum. 

The two graphs above depict the overwhelming proportion of respondents to indicate that 
overall, World Heritage status has made a positive change in relationships with a diverse range of 
partners, stakeholders, and communities (legend on the far right). Negative impact was only 
indicated, and at a minor level, for commercial and recreational users. 
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A five category sliding scale 
of public participation 
ranging from Inform to 
Empower was assigned 
numerical weights from 1 to 
5 (low to high participation). 
Using this weighting, 
responses from managers 
indicated the level of 
community engagement for 
local stakeholders and 
Indigenous communities, 
showing an evident 
prioritization of increasing 
active engagement with  
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Life in the Community  

Using a Likert scale, managers were asked to identify their perception of twelve issues that 
potentially impact World Heritage management. The figure below maps the overall impression 
of current (blue) and future (green) impacts, as outlined by the total respondents in each 
category. The shape plots the overall sentiment and indicates that managers largely perceive 
the opportunities and threats currently faced mirror those in future. The continued dedication 
of resources to the monitoring and mitigation of current and future threats may aid World 
Heritage management in the future. 

Opportunities… 
 

 
Working with partners at all levels to build 
dynamic, responsive and effective strategic 
frameworks to collaboratively determine future 
directions and facilitate positive outcomes. 
 
Engaging an interested community through 
innovative communication technologies to 
increase ownership.  
 
Recognising and demonstrating the relationship 
between sustainable community livelihoods and 
positive outcomes through collaborations. 
 

Challenges… 
 

Adapting from working primarily through a 
conservation management model to a business 
enterprise model. 
 
Building awareness in the broader community 
about issues related to resilience, particularly 
in the face of climate change.  
 
Perceiving World Heritage listing as battles 
with winners and losers instead of an 
opportunity for all. 
 
Developing strong community orientation & 
communications for complex concepts and 
effectively demonstrating positive outcomes. 

Matrix of current and future trends. (Likert scale: 1= Seriously degrading; 2= Some negative impact; 3= No 
impact; 4= Some positive impact; 5= Strong positive impact). 

Opportunities and Threats  

When asked what opportunities and challenges exist in giving World Heritage a function in the 
life of the community, managers said… 
 

FOOD FOR THOUGHT:  How do you foster and share tangible impacts of World Heritage with 
local stakeholders, Indigenous communities and the broader public? 
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Notes 
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