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3.6 

3.6.1  Visitors to sites

Where visitors are already attracted to sites, it may be necessary to consider management op-
tions to protect the site. These may include improving the visitor experience while at the same
time minimising damage to the site and maintaining site integrity. Site managers often feel that
sites developed for visitation are sacrifi ced to tourism. Gale and Jacobs (1983:40) suggest that
the presence of visitors appears to limit damage because acts of vandalism are less likely to
occur when no-one else is present. Thus there comes a point at which increasing visitation will
reduce acts of vandalism.

Examples of sites which fall into this high visitation category include:

West Head (Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park)
Mutawintji (Mutawintji National Park)
Bulgandry (Brisbane Water National Park)
Jibbon (Royal National Park)
Red Hands (Blue Mountains National Park).

3.6.2 Options to address overvisitation

In dealing with visitation, the site manager has a number of options which include doing
nothing or:

promoting one site to reduce visitation to another site
restricting access
limiting the number of visitors
using signs 
using a visitor book
providing on-site interpretive material
providing guided tours
using barriers such as:
 - mesh screens
 - low fencing or barriers
 - footpaths and boardwalks.

Details of each of these options are given below

a) Promoting a site to reduce visitation to others

As a general practice, high visitation sites are selected for development as ‘tourist sites’ while,
at the same time, site managers attempt to reduce levels of visitation at the remaining, undevel-
oped sites.

This practice may take several years to succeed, particularly near well populated areas where a
high proportion of visitors are local. Attempts were made near Gosford to divert visitors from
a famous complex of engravings known as the Feast Group to Bulgandry, a nearby developed
site. The track to the undeveloped site of the Feast Group was partly obscured and allowed to
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overgrow. Signs encouraged visitors to go to Bulgandry. Visitation has slowly been reduced at
the ‘protected site’ to a level where very few people visit it.

b) Restricting access

To discourage visitation to a site it may be necessary to:

delete all references to the site from maps and written material

avoid public acknowledgement of the site’s existence

camoufl age the start of the access track to allow revegetation.

c) Restricting information

Restriction of site register information, particularly location details of isolated sites, remains one
of the best protective measures against visitor-related site deterioration. Discretion rests entirely
with site managers and others managing the AHIMS or information promoting the site.

d) Visitor books

A visitor book has a two functions. It can provide insight as to who is visiting the site and what
they think about it. Visitors who write in the book generally pass on comments on their fi rst 
impressions and may make useful suggestions. Another function of the visitor book is to divert
vandalism away from the site and into the book. Bad language or racist comments written in
the book can easily be removed or the book replaced, whereas the same vandalism at the site is
much more diffi cult to deal with. In one recent case at Dharug National Park it was possible to
identify names scratched on an engraving site with a corresponding entry in the visitors’ book 
by a school group.

Here are some guidelines for leaving a visitors’ book at a site:

The book needs to be protected from the elements; a metal stand is often used (Plate 24).

The book should be hard-covered to make it easier to write in.

The pages should be ruled up, with headings on the left-hand page for date, name and address,
and the right-hand page for comments.

The book should contain information about the site. A plan of the site and discussion of its
history and features is also recommended. General information, publications or copies of 
relevant reports about sites and site protection can be included in the back of the book, together
with the address of the nearest DECC offi ce and local Aboriginal Land Council (LALC).

Remove graffi ti and deliberately offensive comments, either racist or obscene, as soon as
possible.

e) Signs 

Signs in sites can be either offi cial or interpretive. Each serves a purpose as described below.
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Offi cial signs give some sort of offi cial acknowledgement and are applicable particularly to iso-
lated sites of signifi cant heritage. Visitors coming across a site in an isolated area may feel some
right of ownership; if they think they have discovered a new site, graffi ti or pilferage may result.
An offi cial sign reveals that the site is both known and monitored by the authorities.

A second function, as with visitor books, is to redirect vandalism from the site to the sign.
Vandals appear to gain more satisfaction by striking at offi cialdom.

On-site interpretive signs vary in content and design. Sign content needs to be site specifi c. 
General information can be misleading and visitors’ needs are best satisfi ed by information.

While it is diffi cult to formulate a defi nitive requirement for interpretive signs, people prefer to
read signs which (Gale and Jacobs 1987:91–2):

contain few words
have photographs or diagrams and where possible utilise the back of the sign,
are well located.

Signs should be placed in a location which is visible inside the shelter. It is important not to
draw attention to the site from outside, but be placed suffi ciently away from the art so as not to
interfere with photography.

Studies indicate that more people were likely to read detailed signs located at a car park rather
than en route to or at the site. When the sign was located at the site it was important to the visi-
tors that its position did not obstruct the view, particularly for photography.

f) Printed material

In cases such as Sydney engravings where motifs can be hard to see, a diagram of recorded
fi gures will enhance the visitor experience, for example brochures for Bulgandry and Daleys
Point. Similar material is readily available at sites like Jibbon in Royal National Park.

Recorded diagrams of painted and drawn fi gures may be attached to the visitor book; a good
example is at Mount Manning art site on the Central Coast.

Printed on-site leafl ets need to be site specifi c.  However, this sometimes results in brochures
littering the site and the need for regular maintenance.

In guided situations, littering does not seem to be a problem. Therefore, brochures can be suc-
cessfully incorporated into guided tours.

A good example is the brochure for the Bulgandry engraving site near Gosford, which allows
visitors to identify fi gures while viewing the site (see Attachment A end of section 3.6).

 g) Guided tours

Guided tours of Aboriginal sites have been operating in several states. An extensive guided tour 
system is in operation at Kakadu National Park, and guided tours also operate at Mutawintji.
Kakadu National Park runs a tour operator training course at the beginning of each tourism
season. This greatly assists with educating tour operators in the correct behaviour at sites and
provides accurate facts and information. The disadvantages of poorly guided tours, which
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frequently result in a high level of touching of art by visitors with operators providing either
incorrect information or no information at all. As a result responsible managers are obligated to
train tour operators who take visitors to Aboriginal sites. A tour guide training program has been
proposed at Mutawintji National Park.

In addition to commercial tours, there are Discovery Ranger (PWG) guided tours of sites, which
are generally of a high standard of tour information and conduct.

h) Mesh screens

The NPWS built mesh screens during the 1970s and 1980s – these are person-proof steel mesh
grills which have been erected at a number of sites in NSW. They generally consist of galva-
nised steel mesh fi xed to a galvanised pipe frame, which is, in turn, attached securely to the cave
entrance. The screens restrict visitor entry to a site and usually have a locked gate.

In all cases mesh screens were built in shelters which were thought to contain signifi cant sites 
under visitor threat, either close to centres of population such as Sydney or in remote areas sub-
ject to tourism. In most cases the sites selected had already been vandalised by graffi ti. 

Mesh screens have not prevented further graffi ti from occurring, with the worst example
being Bull Cave near Campbelltown. In this case vandals broke into the cave and sprayed large
amounts of bright red paint which could not be removed without damaging the site further. The
visual impact of mesh screens on a site is the most striking disadvantage, and construction and
installation costs are invariably high. Mesh screens were partly removed at the Appletree site in
Wollemi National Park following requests by local community members. In most cases mesh
screens were constructed during or before the 1970s when there was little community consulta-
tion.

Mesh screens to prevent unauthorised visitors entering a site have been built at:

Appletree in Wollemi National Park
Daleys Point in Bouddi National Park
Bull Cave near Campbelltown
Mt Grenfell near Cobar.

i) Low guidance fencing or barriers

Low barriers at sites are effective in guiding visitors. In comparison with other structures they
are cheap yet effective. They may take the form of wooden fences, chain or rope barriers which,
although easily climbed, present a line which clearly should not be crossed. Without this offi cial 
line, it would seem that there are no standards or limits presented to visitors who may consider
it acceptable to go up close and even touch the art. An effective low barrier located at West 
Head is shown in Plate 26.

A study by Gale (1984) at Ubirr in Kakadu National Park demonstrated the value of effective 
visitor signs, boardwalks and barriers. The area was fi rst studied in June 1982 when paths had
been marked out clearly but there were no on-site fences, barriers, signs or interpretation at any
of the rock art sites. At this time some 21% of visitors were observed to have touched the art,
and one person was observed vandalising it. In June1983, when visitor management material
was introduced, only one person out of 611 was observed touching the art.
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Examples of low barriers are located at:

West Head in Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park (see Plate 26)
Hands on the rock in Wollemi National Park (incorporated with a boardwalk)
The Galleries in Mutawintji National Park.

j) Walkways

A large number of paths and boardwalks have been constructed in NSW. Their function is to
display the rock art clearly to a large number of visitors with the least impact to the site. Visitors
must be able to see and photograph the art clearly from the boardwalk. Community consultation
must take place before such structures are built as in some cases they may give offence to those
responsible for the site.

Like most site structures in NSW, boardwalks have been constructed on a trial and error basis
where managers have seen the need for some form of walkway and have used the knowledge
and information available to build the most suitable structure for a particular site.

We are now in a position to look at various examples and, after studies by Gale (1984) and
others, an evaluation can be made with regard to practical, structural, aesthetic and safety
aspects of designs and construction. Accordingly, several case studies are dealt with below to
establish guidelines for managers involved in boardwalk construction.

3.6.3 Guidelines for construction of walkways

The following considerations regarding walkway construction are strongly recommended and
are supported by the case studies following:

Does the activity require an REF or DECC AHIP?
The community needs to be involved from the start, allowing for fl exibility to modify the
design, or withdraw altogether.
Before designing the boardwalk detailed records to incorporate all of the fi gures to be viewed.
Detailed recording needs to happen.
If possible, all fi gures must be clear and able to be photographed from the walkway with a
setback suffi cient to prevent touching the art.
Staff with a long-term interest in the site should supervise construction work.
Materials should complement the aesthetics of the site. The use of local natural materials adds
to the appeal and practicality of the structure and in some cases it has also reduced the cost of 
the project.
Safety aspects require professional consultation.
Modifi cation of the design after installation should be anticipated, as has been the case at
Bulgandry, after evaluation of visitor use.
A barrier limiting and defi ning the area where visitors are permitted to go should be incorpo-
rated into the design of the structure.
It is necessary to include interpretation, which is site specifi c, in order to provide protection to
the site and enhance visitors’ experience. This is now becoming accepted visitor management
practice.
Avoid dead ends in the design as they are a target for vandalism. A circular path is preferred for 
this reason.
Boardwalks can be constructed without fi xing and drilling into the rock base. This has proven to 
work at more recent boardwalk construction sites, such as West Head and Bulgandry which was
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reconstructed after fi re in 2003.
Fire damage to the rock surface is an important consideration when designing a boardwalk.
Setbacks from fl ammable bush or leaf litter build up need to be considered if timber is to be
used for construction. Alternatively, non-fl ammable materials such as non-staining metal prefab-
rication may be a good alternative.
Following the Finchley case study, no treated timber should be used in construction work at
sites.

3.6.4 Case studies

a) Appletree in Wollemi National Park

The Appletree site is located in a remote area of Wollemi National Park (see Plate 25). Visitation
is low (up to 100 visitors per annum) and the area has been identifi ed as suitable for ecotourism
and cultural heritage tours.
Following vandalism of the site in the early 1980s, a metal cage was installed to prevent further
damage. The protective cage is no longer considered a suitable management structure for the
site and requires some modifi cation. Early discussions with the relevant Aboriginal groups
in the area indicated that they were reluctant to see the cage fully removed. Following initial
inspection it was determined to leave the cage in the main shelter and remove the other two
cages. These two cages were successfully dismantled. There are numerous sites in the Western
Division where mesh screens have been built as goat exclusion fences. These are discussed in
Section 3.4.

Because of community objections and their failure to stop vandalism, mesh screens are not
recommended as a protection strategy.

b) Mutawintji, near Broken Hill

This may be the fi rst walkway constructed in an Australian rock art site, being substantially
completed in July 1978. Visitors were meant to be conducted to the engraving site by guided
tour so no signposting or interpretive material was incorporated into the project. Principally the
NSW Public Works Department, whose emphasis was on public safety, drew up the design.
The site is now included as part of a guided tour. 

Partly because this was the fi rst attempt, a number problems arose both before and during con-
struction. A number of useful lessons have been learnt from this experience, however, and these 
are outlined as follows:

The walkway was the subject of objections to unguided visitation by the LALC. At the time of 
construction consulting the Aboriginal community was not considered necessary and therefore
this result was unforeseen.
The walkway with handrails kept visitors off the site.
The position of the walkway did not allow visitors to adequately view or photograph the entire
site but only part of it.
The material used was prefabricated metal, which did not blend well with the natural setting of 
the site.
Because of staff problems at the time, there was no local supervision at the time of construction.
As a result, a number of mistakes were made, such as mixing cement on part of the site and the
impairment of site drainage in the placement of concrete footings.
As this was the fi rst walkway constructed, there was no previous experience to draw on, and the
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listed defects were obvious only after construction.Considerable forethought was nevertheless
put into the project, particularly with regard to aspects of public safety and prefabrication, in
order to reduce the working time, and hence impact, on-site.

c) Bulgandry (near Gosford, NSW)

This low level boardwalk was constructed on an engraving site in order to cater for the public
demand to view the engravings. The site was chosen because the fi gures were considered rela-
tively visible and the site was located near a public road. There was an additional spin-off that 
visitors may have been diverted away from a nearby site known as the Feast Group, which is
generally more diffi cult to see and considered more signifi cant in terms of the number and style
of fi gures present. Several additional points are noted about the design and construction of this
boardwalk:

It was fi rst designed using local timber (ironbark), which was left out in the weather for several
months in order to leach out any tannins or resins which may have stained the rock surface.
An interpretive package including a site pamphlet and on-site interpretive signs were added
later, giving specifi c site information (see pamphlet attached...is this attachment A?).
Following a visitor survey by Gale and Jacobs (1987), a number of relevant observations were
made.
Some 30% of visitors were leaving the walkway and walking over the site. Construction of a
low barrier to prevent this was recommended.
The generalised nature of the interpretive signs tended to confuse visitors (some looked under
the walkway for the paintings), and some had no idea what they were looking at. This fi nding
confi rms the necessity for site-specifi c interpretation when information is displayed.
Sydney engravings are traditionally hard to see, and vandalism, in the form of scratching-in and
outlining fi gures, has occurred. Clearly visible engravings in our eyes were not so visible to the
untrained eye. The cause of other vandalism was put down to visitors not knowing what they
were looking at, further emphasising the need for on-site interpretation. As a result of continu-
ing vandalism, highlighting of engraving was undertaken (see Section 3.8.3).
The site was damaged by fi re in summer 2003. Because the boardwalk is slightly raised off the
ground, there was considerable heat resulting from the burning of sections of the boardwalk.
This caused severe damage to the rock below (see Plate 27). It was necessary to rebuild the
boardwalk in 2004. The site was re-surveyed at night and new engravings (which may have
previously been soil covered) were identifi ed and incorporated into a new boardwalk design.
There was also opportunity to incorporate community consultation in the redesign and recon-
struction process.
Other modifi cations included additional vegetation clearing to reduce the risk of further fi re
damage to the site.

The new boardwalk is shown in Plate 28.

d) Finchley engraving site

A boardwalk similar to Bulgandry was built at Finchley in 2000. Because white ants were a
problem in the area, treated pine was used in the construction. In 2006, leachate from the timber
was observed to be killing the surface organic material growing on the rock surface and creating
a white, clean stone appearance directly underneath and down slope from the walkway. Some
Aboriginal community members were also concerned about the introduction of arsenic chemi-
cals to the local environment.
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Following consultation with the management committee, the walkway was removed in 2006.
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4.4  Glossary 

Accretion  a naturally occurring mineral or salt deposit formed on a rock surface

Deposit occupational deposits may contain Aboriginal objects or other 
  material which may be of heritage, including archaeological, value

Drip line a line in a shelter where surface water drips onto the ground keeping
  the inside of the shelter dry

Drawings images created on rock surfaces using dry pigments such as charcoal 
  or ochre

Engravings an outlines or fi lled-in fi gures created on rock surfaces by pecking,   
  hammering or scraping

Highlighting removing lichen from an engraved line

Monitoring observing and measuring over time using photographs and other  
  records

Organic from a living organism

Paintings images created using wet pigments on rock surfaces protected from 
  direct rain and sun—in rock caves, shelters and on cliff faces

Re grooving  the process of re-engraving a faded or weathered engraving

Substrate the rock base of the painting or drawing
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air abrasive 60
animal rubbing stains 34
Appletree 48

Back Creek 20
barriers 45
bird droppings 34-5 
boardwalks 48-9
brochures 47
brushing to remove graffi ti 59 
Bulgandry 39, 45-7, 49, 51, 54, 65-7

cattle and damage to art 33-4
charcoal graffi ti removal 57-9
chemical weathering 39
colour scale 75-8
Coonabarrabran 28

Daleys Point 47-8
damage
   by animals 33-4
   by bird droppings 34-5
   by mud nests 35
   by mud wasps 36-7 
Dithol Creek 13, 15
driplines 17-18, 22-25
dry lichen 12-13

engravings
   highlighting 65-73
   lichen damage to 13
   vandalised 48
   visitor damage 46

Feast Group 45, 51 
fi gure cutting 23
Finchley  50-51, 64-65
fi re impacts 54, 58
fl oor grids 34-5 
friable sandstone 13, 39
frost
   damage 22, 24
   treatment 22

Glen Innes 17
Gnatalia Creek 13-14
goat damage 37
Goonoowigal 36-37 
graffi ti 57-64

grids 34-35 
guided tours 45-48
Gunderbooka 76, 79

Inverell 20, 36

Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park 39, 44-45,
49, 53, 65 
lichen 11-13
long fi bre paper 28, 31
low barriers 48-49

macropod damage 33-34
mesh screens 45-50
mineral accretion 17, 22
mineral deposit over art 21
monitoring 75-76
   dripline 23-24
   erosion rate 31
   for pigment loss 75-76
   for colour change 75-60
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Moonavale 37-38
Mutawintji National Park 37, 45, 47-50
Morton National Park 12-13, 15
moss 39-40
Mount Grenfell 23
mud nest removal 33-35, 37
mud wasp nest removal 33, 36

New England 22

paint removal 61-62
Pigeonhouse 13
pigs and damage to art 33
Pilliga Nature Reserve 28, 30
Popran Nature Reserve 28, 31
printed material 47
promotion of sites 55-60

Quiera 12

Red Hands shelter 45, 63
removal of lichen 11-13
restricting
   access 46
   information 46
salt
   decay 27
   fl ushing 27-28
   treatment 27-29
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swallows nests 35-36
sandstone
   damage by salt 27
   erosion rate 27
signs
   offi cial 46-47
   interpretive 47
silica 17, 19, 21, 35, 60
silicone driplines 22-25, 31
soil cover 39-40, 51
   removal 39
splash zone 22, 25, 31
Split Rock 37
Strickland State Forest 65

termites 33
The Basin 65
Torrington 17

Ulladulla 13

vandalism 45-68
vegetation
   impact 39-43
   removal 42-43
visitation and engravings 65
visitors and sites 45
visitors’ book 46

walkways 39-49
   construction of 19
washing to remove graffi ti 60-61
water
   diversion erosion 17
   fl ow 17
   redirecting 25
   repellent 25
   seepage 17, 20-21, 31, 60
wax crayon removal 61
weathering 11, 22, 27-31, 39, 67
West Head 39, 44-45, 48-49, 53, 63
Wollemi 48-50, 52, 59
Wuttagoona 36-41

Yengo National Park 64-65



90 - Introduction To Rock Art Conservation



Introduction To Rock Art Conservation - 91



92 - Introduction To Rock Art Conservation



Introduction To Rock Art Conservation - 93



94 - Introduction To Rock Art Conservation



Introduction To Rock Art Conservation - 95



96 - Introduction To Rock Art Conservation


