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J. D. Ovington and Allan M. Fox Wi I d e r n eSS s—
A Natural Asset

Before people appeared on earth, the dynamic processes of nature had
already produced a vast and fluctuating diversity of plant and animal
species and had assembled these into natural communities and ecosys-
tems of great complexity.

Mangrove forest, rainforest, savanna, grassland, alpine, desert and
coral reef communities are just a few examples of this vast wilderness
continuum of biological ingenuity. The particular pattern and species
composition of communities were broadly dictated by latitude, altitude,
landform, continental location and geological history.

Geological history helps to explain differences between the as-
semblages of species. Thus the savannas of Australia differ from North
American savannas, not in form but in species due to the tectonic history
of the continental plates, those great rafts of rock which transported
plants and animals hither and thither.

Each species depends on the ecosystem in which it lives and as part of
it becomes a modifying agent, affecting energy and nutrient supplies and
the climate nearby. Every community is a special assemblage of species

Southwest Tasmanian
wilderness—rugged
heathlands and cool forests
of the Arthur Range.
Photo: Eric Wadsworth

and, like species, is a product of progressive evolution over the ages.
Conditions were never static, wilderness was always in a state of change
reacting to changing ecological conditions.

With the appearance of human species, a new and powerful ecological
factor for change was introduced. The impact of people on wilderness
varied greatly. The different political, social and economic systems of
nation states were created to allow our species to maintain itself within
different natural circumstances. These are the creations of human intel-
lect, imagination, memory and communication.

For many hundreds of generations people lived as gatherers and
opportunistic hunters, depending upon the surrounding wilderness to
supply their wants. Their impact on other organisms and the environment
was constrained. In some places where the climate was relatively mild
and natural resources abundant, less than four hours of work a day was
necessary to keep people supplied with a healthy diet and adequate
shelter. Elsewhere life was much harder and the need to change the
environment more pressing.







