
In 2021 there are over 130 recorded historic heritage 
‘sites’ on Maria Island, and one recorded on Ile des 
Phoques 1 (many sites contain multiple features, 
building elements, plantings and deposits), in addition 
to a number of shipwrecks offshore. Scattered across 
the landscape, these sites are an accumulation of built 
fabric, features and archaeological sites associated  
with the activities that have occurred on and around  
the island since the late 17th century2, and each requires  
a unique management response.

UNDERSTANDING MARIA ISLAND’S LAYERED 
HISTORIC HERITAGE.
Maria Island is undeniably a retreat in the truest sense  
of the word, 

RETREAT: noun ‘the forced or strategic retirement, 
the act of withdrawing, as into safety or privacy; 
retirement; seclusion, a place of refuge’3

As part of the lands of the Oyster Bay nation, and 
home to the Tyreddeme4, the island has been a place 
of refuge separated from the mainland of Tasmania by 
the Mercury Passage, and a place of plentiful resources 
both on land and in the water.  The major historical 
periods associated with the island can be briefly 
summarised as follows.
For thousands of years, the islands have sat within the 
lands of the Oyster Bay nation5. The Aboriginal language 
(palawa kani) name for the island is wukaluwikiwayna6. 
From 1642 there are records of Europeans encountering 
the island, beginning with Dutchman Abel Tasman 
who named it Maria’s Eylandt. Baudin’s expedition 
mapped the coastlines, leaving a legacy of place names 
associated with their party (1802). The 19th century saw 
whalers and sealers frequenting the area in search of 
whale oil and seal skins. 
With convict establishments being built across 
Tasmania in the early 19th century, isolated Maria 
Island was selected as an ideal location. Subsequently, 
Darlington was established in 1825 in the north-
western corner of the island as a secondary 
punishment station hosting convicts who had re-
offended in the colony. Short-lived, the settlement 
closed in 1832, partly due to the isolation of the island 
proving ineffective in containing the convicts, with 

frequent escape attempts, and in 1830 the larger 
settlement of Port Arthur had been established and 
was ready to receive secondary offenders.
Upon closure, many of the convict structures fell into 
disrepair; some were removed, others were recycled 
and/or reused by lessees.  A new system of convict 
management was introduced in Tasmania in the 1840s, 
moving away from corporal punishment and towards 
staged reform and rehabilitation – the Probation System. 
To service that system, between 1842 to 1850, two 
Convict Probation Stations operated on Maria Island 
at Darlington and on Point Lesueur. The stations used 
some of the buildings remaining from the earlier convict 
settlement, and built many more, with convicts working 
on settlement farms and in various industries, growing 
potatoes, hops, wheat, flax and hay. After the convict 
settlements closed in 1850, the island was leased by a 
series of pastoralists, including the Dunbabin family at 
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1  Referenced from Tasmanian Historic Places Inventory – Tasmanian Parks and 
Wildlife Service Historic Places list 2010.

2  noting the Aboriginal Heritage associated with the island will be addressed in 
a separate discussion paper however contact-period sites and heritage will be 
addressed concurrently.

3  Macquarie Dictionary, Macmillan Publishers Australia 2020.
4 Ryan, L, 2012, Tasmanian Aboriginies: A history since 1803, Allen & Unwin, NSW.
5  This paper recognises that Tasmanian Aboriginal people have lived, walked and 

occupied this landscape for tens of thousands of years prior to contact first with 
European explorers and subsequently post European settlement in Tasmania in 1803 
– the Aboriginal Heritage associated with the island will be addressed in a separate 
discussion paper.

 6 http://tacinc.com.au/pk/GIS/index.html#8/-41.953/146.342 
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Long Point. In the 1880s, entrepreneur Diego Bernacchi 
took a lease with plans for agriculture, tourism, industry 
and a township. The Depression, among other factors, 
prevented Bernacchi from fulfilling his dreams, most 
of his plans having ceased by 1896. During his tenure, 
several houses were constructed on the western side  
of the Island.
In the 1920s, the Portland Cement Company backed 
a project to retrieve lime for cement from the Fossil 
Cliffs, on the northern tip of the island. During this 
time, the island experienced a short-lived industrial 
boom which saw over 150 workers arrive, and the 
introduction of power and reticulated water. By 1930 
the venture had ceased due to trading difficulties, 
transport costs and problems using fossil rich 
limestone for cement production.
From the 1930s until the early 1970s, farms dotted 
the coastline with sheep, cattle, and orchards. Fishing 
supplemented the incomes of many farmers. In 1971, 
the island was declared a Sanctuary under the Animals 
and Birds Protection Act, and in 1972 it became Maria 
Island National Park. The marine extension to the Park 
was proclaimed in 1991, in 2001 Maria Island was listed 
on the Tasmanian Heritage Register, 2007 saw the 
Darlington Probation Station listed on the National 
Heritage List and in 2010 the Darlington Precinct was 
listed as part of the Australian Convict Sites World 
Heritage Property.
Each of the above ‘eras’ and associated groups of 
people have left their mark on the island in the built 
form, archaeological remains, modifications to the 
landscape, and the flora and fauna. These indelible 
impacts are now recognised at Local, State, National 
and International levels for their heritage significance.

OPPORTUNITIES, IMPLICATIONS AND ISSUES IN 
MANAGING HISTORIC HERITAGE.
The historic heritage management principles for Maria 
Island are regulated by the Environment Protection  
and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 and Historic 
Cultural Heritage Act 1995, among others, and guided  
by the best practice standards of the Burra and  
Ename Charters. 
The revised Maria Island National Park and lle Des 
Phoques Nature Reserve Management Plan will 
address all changed legislation, framework, policies and 
actions implemented since the writing of the 1998 plan 
(outlined in the Background Information). The new plan 
offers a chance to investigate opportunities associated 
with the island’s historic heritage, its conservation, 
management and interpretation, including but not 
limited to:

 > Investigation of emerging issues in heritage 
conservation, including new conservation 
technologies, the effects of climate change on 
heritage buildings, landscapes and features, and 
sustainable expectations and limitations of mass 
tourism in a heritage environment. 

 > Improvement of physical and intellectual access to, 
and presentation of, a World Heritage Listed (WHL) 
convict site, inclusive of appropriate intervention and 
heritage interpretation. 

 > Improvement of engagement with WHL property 
partners, through shared policies, strategies and 
resources etc.

 > Clearly established maps and zones and 
identification of the entire island’s historic heritage 
to ensure protection against inappropriate 
development within heritage structures, sites, 
landscapes and view lines. 

 > Management of the historic heritage and the 
associated values concurrently, and with respect to 
those attributed to the Island’s Aboriginal heritage, 
marine and natural environment.

 > Management, promotion and interpretation of the 
tangible and intangible historic heritage of the entire 
island, including but not limited to those associated 
with the convict period. 

 > Development of innovative conservation works 
programs to ensure the long-term preservation of 
the built heritage, landscapes and artefacts which 
comprise the physical record on the island.
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 > Development of education and interpretation 
programmes to enable enhanced visitor experience, 
specifically in relation to the island’s heritage, 
including training for heritage professionals/ 
traditional trades training opportunities, and 
curriculum-based programmes for primary  
and secondary students. 

 > Development of research programmes in 
conservation and archaeology to better understand 
the island’s rich and multi-layered history and 
heritage.

CONSIDERATION OF ISSUES AND IMPLICATIONS 
IN MANAGING HISTORIC HERITAGE
In developing new management policies and actions 
addressing the Island’s historic heritage, we must 
consider the subsequent issues, implications and 
challenges. There are both short and long-term 
implications when heritage management is placed 
in ‘competition’ with other management obligations, 
including tourism, natural resource management, and 
infrastructure requirements. Prioritisation is inevitable 
and brings with it implications for financial and human 
resourcing, among others.
The existing Conservation Management Plan 
(CMP) for the Island’s historic heritage (2008) lacks 
comprehensive detailed fabric/archaeological 
assessment and conservation actions and does not 
appropriately address recent approaches regarding the 
management of cultural landscapes, view lines, and 
intangible heritage values. These gaps in documentation 
require updating to ensure a harmonious interaction 
between the two plans.   
Considering the island’s historic heritage values 
alongside the natural values raises issues when 
addressing potential conflicts, such as the interactions 
between the fauna, heritage buildings, archaeological 
deposits and historic landscapes (eg burrows, nests, 
habitats etc). Solutions for the management of 
introduced vegetation species becomes substantially 
more complicated when plantings are attributed 
heritage values and associations (eg tree avenues, 
historic “medicinal plants” such as Aloe, old gardens, and 
agricultural evidence). 
The reviewed plan must consider existing and new 
issues surrounding heritage management and 
conservation in a remote location. Issues raised recently 
involve access to island resources for works and 
maintenance (eg island quarries, barge landing facilities, 
access by boat and air support).
Recent plans have been developed with the aim of 
improving tourism experiences on the island. Excluding 
the implications associated with the island’s visitor 
facilities and infrastructure, greater visitor numbers 
will require appropriate management actions to 
ensure appropriate interaction with heritage, as well 
as suitable resourcing, monitoring, maintenance, and 
supervision programs. Progress into these specific 
management actions is heavily dependent on funding 
and staff resourcing. 
The review and subsequent plan need to interact 
seamlessly with the Tasmanian Parks and Wildlife 
Service (PWS) Reserve Activity Assessment process  
and other current operating and management systems.
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KEY QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

As part of the initial review of the 1998 plan, with 
an understanding of the changes undergone 
in the subsequent 22 years and an examination 
of the suite of recent documentation, several 
key questions have arisen as points for further 
discussion:

Is there enough access both physically and 
intellectually to the island’s historic heritage?

Are all the tangible and intangible layers 
and values of historic heritage on the island 
adequately protected, resourced, researched, 
identified, and communicated?

What levels of development are appropriate 
adjacent to, or near, historic heritage buildings, 
structures, landscapes, zones, or environments? 

How does the PWS support growing access 
to Maria Island and find the balance between 
heritage tourism, heritage management, and 
the Tasmanian community’s expectations  
of use?

What role should historic heritage play in the 
visitor experience on the island?

Your response to these questions or the 
development of the draft plans can be provided 
through Have Your Say on the PWS website at 
https://parks.tas.gov.au/be-involved/have-your-
say/maria-island-management-plan-review

https://parks.tas.gov.au/
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