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PRINCE REGENT
J E \ / E  L O F T H E K q I  M  B  E  R  L  E  V

Dy
Andrew Burbidee

Lnns Done
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The Prince Regent Nature Reserve is a wonder of natural history
covering 633 825 hectares of rugged sandstone and volcanic
country in the State's highest rainfall area. Located in the
north-west Kimberley, it is one of Australia's most remote places.
Once, remoteness was a barrier to peopleand very few visited the
region after the original Aboriginal occupants (Worara tribe)
moved to European settlements in the 1930s. Now, however, the
remoteness has become an attraction.
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VER the past ten years a
thriving charter boat industry

has developed in this part of W.A.
It has been estimated that there
were between 50 and 100 boat visits
to the Regent in 1986, and 1987 saw
the first voyages of the 'Kimberley

Explorer', a luxury catamaran
carryring 32 passengers and 10 crew.
One of the features of any boat trip
along the Kimberley coast is a visit
to St George Basin to see Mount
Trafalgar and Mount Waterloo, and
to the Pdnce Regent River to view
King Cascade.

A nature reserve is a place people
may visit, but facilities are not
provided and human activity
should not adversely affect the
biological values. Clearly, with the
increase in visits to the Prince
Regent Nature Reserve some
control now needs to be exercised
over the area.

Present control is via a permit
system. The Reserve is declared a
'prohibited area' under the CALM
Act, and a permit is required to visit
it. Notice is required because of the
Department's agreement with the
Mowanjum Aboriginal
Comrnunity. Few perrnits have
been issued, but now many Private
yachts are including the Prince
Regent on their itinerary during
coastal cruises, and most do not
realise the area's status and do not
have a permit.

The Prince Regent gained some
notoriety early in 1987 when an
American tourist was attacked and
killed there by a Saltwater
Crocodile. The private launch on

Deep freshwoter pool in the Roe
River; home of freshwoter crocodiles,
iuriles ond fish (top).

St. George Bosin from ihe summit of
lvlt Trofolgar. Roinforest below the
cliff (left).

King Coscode (ight).
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which this party was travelling did
not have a permit to enter the
Resewe, and therefore had not been
given advisory information on the
crocodiles, and how to take
precautions to prevent attack. If
there had been a field station in the
Reserve things might have been
different.

As well as controlling permit use
there are other management
problems. As with much of the
CALM esiate in the Kimberley, two
of the management issues in the
Prince Regent Resewe are the
control of feral animals and the
reimposition of an appropriate fire
regime.

Feral animals known to already
occur in at least part of the Reserve
are donkeys, cattle and cats. The
last are thought to be widespread,
but cattle and donkeys have not yet
penetrated many areas, and it is
essential they be contained to
ensure that damage is minimised.

In other parts of the Kimberley,
cattle and donkeys have been
observed to cause massive erosion,
and cattle in particular have opened
up the ecologically important
patches of rainforest, allowing
invasion by annual grass species
and subsequent burning from
wildfire. These rainforests contain
many fire sensitive species, and

their size and diversi$z is reduced
by recurring fires.

During Aboriginal occupation of
the area, fire is thought to have
been far more frequent, but on a
much smaller scale than is now the
case. Fire was used by Aborigines
for hunting as well as for
facilitating movement throughout
the area. Much of this burning
would have taken place early in the
dry season when a combination of
cool temperatures, high humidiiies
and partially cured fuels would
allow the fires to go out at night.
This mosaic of recently burnt areas
and low fuel loads would have

limited the extent of wildfires later
in the season.

The cessation of Aboriginal burning
practices has resulted in fuel loads
building up and, inevitably,
extensive fires of great intensity,
mainly late in the dry season. Many
dead trees and areas of 'fire weed'
invasion bear testimony to this
change. Such a fire pattern is
self-perpetuating, as the destruction
of the trees and the subsequent
regrowth of annual grasses and
short-lived perennials (such as
some Acacia species) give a rapid
fuel build up capable of carrying a
fire on an almost annual basis.
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Cottle-coused erosion to Blyxo Creek, o iribuiory of ihe Prince Regent.

f ong ago when sea-leuel was lower and the
Ltpresent-day NW Kimberley coastal islands
were part of the mainland, ancestors of the
Worara pmple asked their northern
neighbours, the Wannambal tribe, to share with
them apicce of their high country. It was
agreed and a certain high, flat-topped mountain
was split in half . The Wannambal people kept
one hnlf and it now stands in the sea, known by
Europeans as Montliaet lsland. Help was
sought from some fishes anil crustaceans zoho
wriggled under the other half . They lifted it
onto their back and, with buckling knees,

carried it dolon a road they had made, far south
into Worara muntry. But they had trouble
getting out from under where they parked it.
They couldn't get it straight and so it remains
now with a tilt to the south. Also, when they
emeryed it u)as disnoered they they were all
squashed almost flat by theweight they had
borne; their offspring, the rays, shoTrel-nosed
sharlcs and crabs, remain that way today. The
Waroora pmple call the mountain 'Widulgup'

which means 'split in half .
They are oery proud of it nen though it tilts a
little bit and is not finished. Daaiit Mowljarli
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The use of satellite imagery will

allow monitoring and
establishment of a more accurate
fire history and should assist with
establishment of a more

appropriate fire regime. Aerial
ignition of strategically placed,
early dry season fires began on a
trial basis in 1988.

As a first step towards developing a
management presence in the Prince
Regent Nature Reserye, a team
from CALM and Mowan um
visited the area in June 1987. The

three authors were accompanied by

Sam and Maurice Umbergai"
Yerticle Maru and Charles
Oobagooma, Worara men from the

Mowanjum comrnunity, and Dr

Patricia Vinnicombe of the W.A.
Museum's Department of
Aboriginal Sites. The team travelled

to the area in the charter boat 'Wave

Spirit', and while in the Reserve

surveyed and visited some areas by
helicopter.

The aims of the expedition were

twofold: to select an area where a
field station could be built and to
liaise with the Worora people with
a view to using their knowledge of
the country and involving them in
management of the area.

A follow-up visit in June 1988

allowed more detailed examination
of the site by a consulting engineer.

Various options are being
considered for the construction and
servicing of the field station, but the
selection of a suitable site was the

most important decision made.

Aborigines from the Mowonjum
Community with Borry Wilson in
o tidol tributory of the Prince Regent
(fop).

Pitto Gorgei Pitio Creek, o tribulory
of the Prince Regent flows through
the gorge. Access to the rugged
north-west Kimberley is difficult
(centre).

Co-outhor Andrew Burbidge drinks
from o fern-clod seepoge (right),
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The Prince Regent Nature Reserve
includes significant areas of the
three main geological sequences of
the north-west Kimberley, and
protects many areas of scenic
grandeur.

An eco)ogical survey conducted h
1974 revealed a biological richness
in the area, and further studies in
1987 and 1988 during the rainforest
suweys have added considerably to
our knowledge. The Reserve area
contains over half the mammals
and half of the bird species found in "
the whole Kimberley region, and €
more than 502 species of plants i
were located in the'1974 suwey.

The north Kimberley is the only
place in W.A. where the mamrnal
fauna has not declined since
European settlement. Thus the
Prince Regent Nature Reserve is the
only mainland conservation
resewe in the State with an intact
fauna. The Reserve also supports a
major population of the Saltwater
Crocodile, and counts in ^1.977 

/8
and 1986 showed that crocodile
populations are recovering more
rapidly there than elsewhere in the
Kimberley.

Proposals to enlarge ihe Reserve by
declaring St George Basin and
Prince Frederick Harbour marine
resewes, and adding the small
section of the Prince River
catchment not already in the
Reserve, received endorsement by
the Environmental Protection
Authority in 1978. Recently, CALM
re-submitted these proposals to the
Kimberley Region Planning Study,
together with a recommendation
that the area be declared a national
park.

The smollest wolloby, Petrogole
burbidgel, known to Wunumpol
Aborigines os Monjon'. This species
occurs only in lhe Reserve ond
neorby country (top).

Roth's Tree Frog, L itorio rothii) E
plentiful olong ireshwoter creeks oll E
yeor round (right). i
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The extremely rugged nature of the
terrain along most of the coastline,
cost, and the sensitivity of
sandstone areas to damage
restricted consideration to areas of
volcanic rock. The site finally
selected is near the base of Mounr
Waterloo, so the field station has
been nicknamed 'Waterloo Station
pending the selection of a suitable
Worara name,

During examination of the site on
foot we were fascinated to find
signs of previous occupants - it had
been used by Aborigines as a
camping ground, and there were
also European adifacts: pieces of
rusting corrugated irory crumbling
stone walls and a small dam.
Clearly, others also thought
'Vvaterloo Station' a good place to
Iive.

Much of the materials to construcr
and support the base will be
brought in by sea, so a suitable
barge landing is essential. The team
selected two sites, one adjacent to
Mount Waterloo and another on

Northern Notive CoI (Doswurus
hdllucotus) .

Rothsay Water a few kilometres to
the north; the latter gives
irnmediate access to a site selected
for aistrip construction. Sea planes
are becoming a feature of the
Kimbedey, and may be used for
immediate or emergency access
until an airstrip and ground access
can be built.

The Worora men on the expedition
strongly favoured the construction
of a station and are looking forward

to participating in management of
the area. Further negotiations are
continuing with the Mowanjum
community.

Now the whole operation needs to
be funded. A request for funds has
already been made to the
Commonwealth Government as
part of the National Rainforest
Conservation Program and
matching funds are being sought
from the W.A. Government.
Approaches are also being made to
the private sector for assistance. A
field station in this remote place
would be of benefit to various
organisations and would be
extremely valuable during search
and rescue operations.

If all goes well, construction will
commence in the dry season of
1990. It is to be hoped that the plans
come to fruition, as the
overwhelming impression of the
Prince Regent Nature Resewe is
that of a place unspoiled by modern
man, but needing care to see it stays
that way.

ii

The south-eost clitf foce of Mt. Trofolgor, with roinforest ot its bose.
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conservotion reseNes wos firmlv
estoblished in 1984 when the
CALM Act wos oossed, with
provision for Morine Porks ond
Morine Noture Reserves, vested in
the Notionol Porks ond Noture
Conservotion Authoritv.

Since 1984 two mojor Morine
Porks hove been declored in W.A:
Mormion ond Ningoloo.

This is o new field in W.A.. ond
there ore no locol precedents to
guide us in resolving the mony
monogement issues which hove
emergeo.

A first considerotion hos been
thot fishing is okeody confrolled
under lhe Fisheries Acl. lt would
be foolish for CALM to ottemot io
estoblish itself os o fisheries
monogement ogency. A policy
decision hos been mode thot ony
fisheries in Morine Porks will be
reguloted under the Fisheries Act.

A more philosophicol problem
hos been thot mony citizens,
olthough generolly sympothetic
to the conservotion couse, ore
unoccustomed to the ideo of
hoving porks ond reserves in the
seo. The ideo thot the seo is o
public common where onything
ond eveMhing goes is still well
entrenched in public ottitudes.
Yet there ore mony terrible
exomoles oround lhe world
where coostol envkonments ond
their resources hove been
devosloted by excessive ond
improper use. In W.A. we hove
not reoched thol poinl.

W.A, con be oroud of its fisheries
monogement record, bosed on
the principle of susloinoble use for
posterity. Development of o
morine porks ond reserves system
olong our coost is onolher
essentiol port of lhe overoll
objective. lt is to be hoped, then,
ihot our first initiotives in this direc-
tion will receive public support.

How can less than four per cent of the
State's arca supply us with all our
timber needs, nnd saoe the hardwood

t'orests at the same time?
Details on page 28.

Well Op MourHs

It's a fish-eat-coral world, but what do
the coral eat? Find out on page 32.

Now you can be sure there are no
borers in the door. WeIl,if they are
there, at least you'Il know what to caII
them after reading the article on
page 42.

TnounlEpWerEns

Does the rery l.oord pollution make you
feel powerless? Discoaer what you can
do to help the wildlife aictims on
page 20.

FoRnsr RENrwRr

What is the connection between the
poets' of the First Workl War and
W.A's forests? Find out on page 56,
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Carnrn No Moss

The trouble with lichen is that up until
recently it uasn't protected flora. Now
Iichen and their relat[ues - mosses,
Iiaerworts and algae - haae joined the
rest of lhc Slafe's flora. See page 54.

RtcHr Orv Tnacr

Is a highlech wilderness trek a
contradiction in terms? Find out hou
4WDs and conseruation can co-exiit
pmcefully on page 12,

Cover Photo

Mogpie Geese toke off from
the Ord River.

Photo: Richord Woldendorp,
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KrnaerRrEy

What do you mean frog? ln my home I
am a prince . Alter all , Prince Regent is
the only mainland reserae where all of
the original nnimal species remain .
Meet the rest of them on page 47.

Hrlls'BEr-r-ss

Wen Perth looks out its backdoor irr
spling the Hills arc ablaze with colour.
Your field guide to some of our glorious
wildllowers starts on page 4,

ATTENTIONADULTS!

Sick of taking the anklebiters to
the same old national parks and
camping spots? Put them to
work for you. If they enter the
kids' competition on page 63
they could win two beautiful
books on all the besi picnic and
camping spots between Perth
and Eucla.
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