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J. D. Ovington and Allan M. Fox Wilderness — 
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 

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. 
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Growing mental prowess and ability to perform increasingly complex 
feats of communication gave the human species an immense advantage 
over other species. At first leaps in technology were few but nevertheless 
some had important consequences in the long term. For instance, about 
20,000 years ago, Australian Aboriginals made one of the earlier 
advances which proved of great significance; they produced ground-
edged stone tools. 

Technological changes generally led to the greater clumping of peoples 
into villages and later cities. In regions such as the Middle East, town 
dwellers and the supporting agricultural systems were becoming more 
and more divorced from their "natural" habitat. People discovered that 
hard grains could be stored and that animals could be domesticated. The 
abandonment of nomadism allowed the accumulation of possessions. 
Resource sharing was replaced by barter which for convenience was 
replaced by systems of trade by tokens. Wealth could be stored and 
traded. The tokens—cash or credit—represented resources and mankind 
shifted from being land members to land owners. 

Some people retained a close relationship with nature. To the Austra
lian Aboriginal, "wilderness" did not exist as a separate entity. There 
was no place where the "hand of man had not trod" because the 
landscape was fully "peopled" and displayed evidence of the former 
presence of the ancestors. For perhaps 3.000 generations these people 
had evolved a pattern of customary behaviour and an extremely rich ritual 
and psychic life to create a relatively harmonious membership of the 
Australian ecosystems. 

Elsewhere the growing populations of urban and rural people were 
disassociated from their natural habitat and nature became the unknown 
with wilderness a thing to be feared. Such perceptions were reinforced by 
religions which set man above and beyond nature and later by the stories 
of travellers who roamed the Earth. Wild, untamed nature was perceived 
as something to be conquered and native peoples were to be "shown the 
light of the true faith." This change in the perception and conception of 
wilderness, of nature, appears to have happened about 300 human 
generations ago in some regions of the world. 

Over the past 1000 years, or some 33 human generations, the mobility 
of people gained momentum. Waves of people moved over the Earth, 
forever filling in the population gaps. The explorers and settlers from 
Europe considered any land not peopled by Europeans to be empty and 
ripe for development. 

The amassing of wealth began the historic eras of rapid development 
and exploitation of wilderness. These achieved deeper significance with 
the industrial revolution which was fuelled on a scale never encountered 
before by raw resources accumulated over the ages by natural processes 
under wilderness conditions. 

In early phases of human expansion. the pioneer settlers rarely adapted 
themselves readily to the new environment. Always it was nature that 
had to adapt. 

Time was an essential element. Until the industrial revolution the 
changes were usually slow enough for the natural systems to reach a new 
dynamic balance with the impinging forces. With the industrial revolu
tion the capacity for rapid and extensive landscape change was greatly 
enhanced. 

If not too much damage was done to the natural environment by the 
first generation of colonizers, the perception of place and activity by their 
children were all of the new land, albeit influenced by parental attitudes. 
Nevertheless the new landscape became imprinted with incidents, happy 
and sad associations, and with the experiences of life. In effect the 
landscape was becoming personalized and with this personalization 
people's attitudes to it changed. Russell Ward (1970) in The Australian 
Legend describes this process very well. 

So long as people have access to rural and wild landscapes and arc 
motivated to want to understand them, then with each generation 
personalization becomes more complex and identification more deeply 
rooted. 

Clearly, wilderness is a conception of the individual mind. As such it is 
a changing, dynamic concept, influenced by human history, culture and 
social and economic conditions. 

In the case of the Australian Aboriginals, identification after two or 
three thousand human generations is so complete that they do not 
separate themselves from their environment. They see themselves as part 
of the landscape not apart from it. The role of the Aboriginal within the 
environment is built on traditional behavior—the question of why things 
were done or happened never arose, they were simply facets of the 
immediate natural surroundings. 

Once people are taken out of close contact with the natural environ
ment which sustains them, the perception of dependence fades. The 
notion that the ultimate source of food, shelter, new crops, new drugs and 
new materials ultimately must come from the Earth loses force in this 
change of perception. 

The result of a multiplying and more demanding human population has 
been and is an accelerating reduction in the wilds of finite Earth. 
Inevitably this has meant that wilderness has become more remote and 
less a part of human life and culture. Diversity has been reduced and 
wild-places have been subjected to human control and management. 

In lands, such as Britian. which have seen a steady growth in resource 
use technology and with it a concomitant growth in population over some 
thousand or more years, there has been until the past hundred years or so a 
fairly harmonious wedding of landscape with technology, producing a 
pleasant and homely landscape liberally splashed with cultural modifica
tions. Nevertheless, while retaining a landscape of softness and charm, 
all of the ecosystems were greatly modified and many species were lost or 
endangered by this domestication. 

By contrast in Australia, despite the presence of people for perhaps 
fifty thousand years or more, the landscape remained dominated by 
natural processes. Over the whole continent the human population in all 
that time probably never numbered more than half a million. The one tool 
Aboriginals used which was capable of modifying wilderness was fire. 
Nevertheless, studies of Aboriginal land use in Arnhem Land indicate 
fire was used very sensitively, maximizing diversity and protecting 
certain natural systems. No single great conflagration, if it could be 
avoided, was allowed and as the months of the dry season marched on 
from May a varied use of fire was made. This has been going on for so 
long that in these monsoon lands this activity can be seen as part of the 
natural process. 

However, even where people are apparently living in a relatively 
harmonious relationship with nature, the wilderness was still subject to 
change. For some reason, as yet not understood, a number of native 
Australian species, some of relatively large animals, became extinct after 
having successfully lived out many hundreds of generations of Aborigi
nals. Paintings of thylacines are common in the Aboriginal art galleries 
of Kakadu yet thylacines are no long found in mainland Australia. 

Imagine the shocks to these finely adjusted Australian wilderness 
systems following 1788 and the first European settlement at Port Jackson 
but six to eight generations ago. First imported disease ripped across the 
continent and within four years more than half of the Sydney Plain 
Aboriginals were gone, victims to measles, smallpox and later to 
venereal diseases. Exotic animals—sheep, cattle, pigs, goats, camels, 
horses, donkeys, foxes, rabbits, cats and dogs — multiplied. The ground 
became hard under the hooves of domestic stock which ate the vegetation 
selectively, converting scrublands and shrublands to grassland, and 
perennial grassland to ephemeral grassland. Some introduced animals 
preyed on native animals and others destroyed their natural shelter. 
Certain introduced plant species ran wild, e.g. prickly pear and 
blackberry. In some instances the introduced species spread rapidly, 
fanning out ahead of European settlement. 

At the same time the establishment of permanent water, ground tanks 
and bores every 10 kilometers or so released some native species which 
had been held in bondage by the permanent drought of the arid and 


