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FIVE MANAGEMENT DILEMMAS
FOR CENTRAL QUEENSLAND ROCK ART

Madeleine King

Abstract.  This paper outlines the pressing conservation issues relating to the care and man-
agement of central Queensland rock art. I draw out from the literature five key dilemmas that 
current models of cultural heritage management cannot easily resolve. Looking beyond the 
isolated threats of fire, weathering or visitation, harm to First Nations cultural heritage is also 
considered to result from more complex management pressures, such as competing priorities 
and stakeholder interests. A failure to manage this complexity and prioritise First Nations 
cultural rights is discussed through a recent worst-case scenario: the destruction of rock art at 
Baloon Cave, Carnarvon Gorge.

Central Queensland context
The Central Highlands, a remote area of Queens-

land, presents a rich context for the study of cultural 
heritage management for complex and layered rea-
sons. The first relates to the region’s significance. It 
is a sacred cultural and natural landscape for several 
Aboriginal cultural groups who hold both ancestral 
and ongoing cultural and spiritual connections. Rock 
art in the sandstone belt of central Queensland is both 
a source of and context for knowledge, culture, lore, 
gathering, and spiritual and customary practices. 
Central Queensland holds one of the state’s most 
significant and varied concentrations of rock art, fea-
turing complex, multilayered compositions of great 
technical diversity, including a distinctive method 
of stencilling and various painting and engraving 
methods (see Morwood 1978, 1981, 2002; Quinnell 
1976; Walsh 1979; Beaton 1991a, 1991b). Importantly, 
for First Nations people (but not always recognised by 
non-Indigenous scholars), this region’s rock art and 
other cultural sites are inseparable from the cultural 
story of the lands and waters of Carnarvon Gorge and 
its surrounds (Kerkhove 2010: 8). 

Two of central Queensland’s best-known, docu-
mented and managed rock art sites are the Art Gallery 
and Cathedral Cave—galleries of composite positive 
and negative stencils, alongside engraved, drawn and 
painted imagery—both of which are situated within 
the Carnarvon National Park, an area comprising 
seven sections that include the renowned Carnarvon 
Gorge and Mt Moffatt, all managed by Queensland 
Parks and Wildlife Service (QPWS). The Gorge is part 
of a powerful and extensive natural system of national 
significance, as a key intake bed for the Great Artesian 

Basin and the headwaters of five major rivers that 
travel vast distances across the continent (two of which 
reach the sea at South Australia via the Murray-Dar-
ling system), influencing several diverse environments 
downstream. While the region’s cultural and natural 
significance is clear, the challenges associated with its 
care and management are not. There has been modest 
scholarly interest in the rock art of this region, and 
only some analysis of cultural heritage management 
issues (see: Morwood 1978, 1981, 2002; Quinnell 1976; 
Walsh 1979; Beaton 1991a, 1991b; Godwin et al. 1999; 
Taçon et al. 2022).

A distinctive combination of features, values and 
resources makes the region’s rock art a complex focal 
point for a range of cultural, social, economic and 
scholarly interests. Moreover, complexity is magnified 
because many of these interests are in direct competi-
tion or conflict with each other. While archaeological 
studies have typically centred on a small number of 
sites managed by QPWS, the region’s rock art is ex-
tensive. Many rock art sites are locked up on privately 
owned land throughout the sandstone belt, mostly 
pastoral properties to which First Nations people or 
others involved in their care have no formal means of 
access. Though they lack individual documentation, 
the total sites are estimated to be numerous and span 
multiple cattle stations (Beaton 1991b: 3; Quinnell 1976: 
3–21). The region also overlaps with the Bowen Basin, 
identified for its major coal reserves and natural gas 
extraction, as well as irrigation-intensive agriculture 
(Godwin et al. 1999: 30). In short, central Queensland 
is endowed with many highly desirable resources, 
making cultural heritage subject to competing eco-
nomic interests.
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Threats to Aboriginal rock art in central Queensland 
are both intensifying and multiplying. Alongside the 
ever-mounting pressures of mining, development, 
agriculture and tourism, wildfires (uncontrolled 
bushfires) are expanding into previously unaffected 
rainforest environments such as those of Carnarvon 
Gorge—one of Queensland’s most visited parks 
(QPWS 2005: 2). The challenges of scale, distance and 
remoteness of sites, combined with a distinct lack of 
resources and trained personnel have made strategic 
and adequate management of rock art rare in central 
Queensland. This remains the case for even the ap-
parently better-resourced rock art sites, such as those 
managed by the State. This paper analyses the complex 
dilemmas present in rock art management in central 
Queensland and considers their broader implications 
for cultural heritage management.

Baloon Cave
The catalyst for this inquiry into management di-

lemmas is the tragic destruction of rock art at Baloon 
Cave at Carnarvon National Park following wildfires 
that affected the park in late 2018. A fire ignited a 
recycled plastic boardwalk and viewing platform in-
stalled by QPWS to provide visitor access and protect 
the rock art. Large sections of the painted rockshelter, 
containing ancient stencils of hafted stone axes and 
small hands, sheeted off in the fire’s intense heat 
(Taçon 2019: 10–12, Taçon 2021). Remaining sections 
were blackened with soot beyond recognition, and the 
majority have since sheeted off. 

The First Nations community connected to Baloon 
Cave is suspended in grief and despair at their recent 
loss and inability to prevent it, and the anguish of a 

seemingly unstoppable trajectory towards future loss. 
Reflecting on the gravity of the damage and the State’s 
role in the mismanagement of cultural treasures,
Bidjara Elder Dr Jackie Huggins commented after we 
had checked in on Baloon Cave in 2022: ‘This has to 
stop. Enough is enough. You’ve taken so much from 
us. Give us back our pride, our dignity and those 
places we truly love and cherish here’ (interview with 
author, 24 March 2022). Uncle Milton Lawton, who 
joined Uncle Fred Conway at Carnarvon Gorge for 
four days immediately after the fire, recalled that on 
his return to Woorabinda:

My whole family was taken out. I couldn’t walk for 
five days, I couldn’t eat. I couldn’t get out of bed. My 
wife was the same, three of my grandchildren were 
the same. My son was the same. I had to get doctors 
in to give my wife peace of mind that it wasn’t a 
physical thing—and I knew it was spiritual. This is 
the thing people don’t understand, when this sort of 
stuff occurs, our spirit is first to feel the pain (inter-
view with author, 26 March 2022).

What happened at Baloon Cave is not an isolated 
tragic event. There are insufficient resources, includ-
ing human resources, allocated to preventing and 
protecting State parks from dangerous bushfires, in-
creasing the risk to cultural heritage. The climate crisis 
has brought about an unprecedented acceleration of 
wildfires in the cultural landscape, which means that 
cultural heritage sites that previously had a low risk 
of fire devastation now have a higher or uncharted 
risk of fire devastation. Archaeological literature is 
responding to the scale, severity, and intensity of 
climate-induced wildfires by documenting known im-
pacts on rock art and other cultural heritage (see Gunn 
and Whear 2009; Carmichael et al. 2017; Davis 2018; 

Figure 1.  Map of Central Highlands national parks and rivers. Image: MK 2024.
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Huntley et al. 2021; Scott and Sloggett 2022; 
Sloggett and Scott 2022; Buettel et al. 2023). 
However, the question of how to adequately 
respond to the increased and unpredictable 
pressure on already vulnerable sites remains 
unanswered. In Australia, the literature is in-
creasingly turning to First Nations practices 
and understandings of fire management as 
an important part of the response (see Car-
michael et al. 2017; Buettel et al. 2023). This 
literature points out that there is no time to 
lose: new climate patterns and long gaps 
in cultural fire management over much of 
the continent have generated a fire risk at a 
magnitude that First Nations peoples have 
not had to contend with previously, which 
includes the introduction of new fire-prone 
ecosystems (Buettel et al. 2023). 

The impacts of uncontrolled hot fires on 
rock art depend on the material properties 
and form of the rock substrate and artwork 
(pigment or petroglyphs) (Huntley and 
Webster 2023). Drawing on the work of 
Huntley and Webster, the likely impacts of 
fire and extreme heat on stencilled rock art 
in central Queensland’s sandstone belt can 
be extrapolated as: loss and flaking to paint-
ed rock art, with white ochre being more 
susceptible to heat extremes than red ochre; 
change of pigment colour through exposure 
to heat (for example, yellow changing to red); 
crazing, fracturing, and spalling of painted 
rock surface; and loss of imagery due to dark 
ash particles becoming trapped in sandstone 
(Huntley and Webster 2023: 98–104). Dev-
astating short- and long-term secondary 
impacts can result from changed conditions 

to the rock surface and surrounding vegetation after fire, for 
example, altered microbiology, increased sunlight, weathering, 
and thermal shock (Huntley and Webster 2023: 101). At Baloon 

Figure 2.  Baloon Cave before and after the 2018 fires. Left: Baloon 
Cave stencilled imagery before the fires. Right: Baloon Cave after 
the 2018 fires, photographed four years later. Images: (l) Alamy 
stock photo; (r) Image: MK March 2022.

Figure 3.  Thermal fracturing at Baloon Cave led to more paint-
ed rock surface sheeting off to the ground. Image: MK March 
2022.
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Cave, the deleterious impacts of thermal fracturing 
only became clear in the months after the fire. Beyond 
these tangible impacts, there are also the intangible 
impacts of fire devastation: on the broader cultural 
landscape, its story, and people.

In addition, as I detail shortly, the series of man-
agement decisions that led to the construction of a 
boardwalk and viewing platform at Baloon Cave 
demonstrate some of the major failures and over-
sights of cultural heritage management in central 
Queensland. Through an analysis of the literature, 
this paper presents what happened at Baloon Cave as 
the worst-case scenario arising from a set of dilemmas 
that are common to cultural heritage management 
throughout the state. 

In the immediate aftermath of the 2018 fires, ar-
chaeologist Paul Taçon attended Baloon Cave with 
First Nations Elders and community members to as-
sess the damage. In the report he produced immediate-
ly thereafter, he explicitly attributes the fire damage to 
the use of inappropriate, highly combustible materials 
in the platform and boardwalk—namely, the recycled 
plastic used as planks (Taçon 2019). The material pro-
vided the fire with an excessive fuel load, causing it 
to burn extremely hot and explosively. 

In my subsequent engagement with First Nations 
community members connected to Baloon Cave, I 
learnt that the QPWS’s decisions in 2014 to proceed 
with its plans for the boardwalk and viewing plat-
form were made despite several community concerns 
about the serious risks it posed to cultural heritage. 
These included: the material used (Elders I have 
spoken with say they raised concerns at the time of 
construction that the plastic was highly flammable, 
based upon their experiments); the disturbance to the 
rock art (such as dust and movement generated by 
the excavation and compaction machinery); and the 
hundreds of artefacts unearthed during excavation 
works, for which there was no cultural heritage plan-
ning (Harding 2019: 54–71; see also testing reports in 
Taçon 2019: 17). In addition, Taçon’s report raises a 
previously documented fire event that damaged rock 
art at Nganalang, Keep River, Northern Territory, due 
to a similarly constructed boardwalk. This suggests 
either little communication between Australian states 
and territories or a failure to act on critical informa-
tion. In a positive response to the damage caused 
by the recycled plastic at Baloon Cave, the State of 
Queensland has since advised other states and terri-
tories to conduct surveys to locate the material. While 
two individuals connected with the fires have been in-
vestigated—they were attempting to create firebreaks 
to protect private property—to date, the State has not 
been subject to any inquiry or faced repercussions for 
their role in the destruction of Baloon Cave rock art (a 
Courier Mail report on the Queensland Government’s 
review into the 2018 central Queensland bushfires 
discussed confusion around the scope of landowner 
rights to backburning; see Vogler 2019).

Harm to rock art is not only a result of malintent, 
as in the case of vandalism, or mismanagement, as in 
the case of sites neglected to overgrown vegetation and 
feral animals. As this paper explores, harm is also the 
result of more complex management pressures, such 
as competing priorities and interests. If we take Baloon 
Cave as a case in point, the boardwalk and viewing 
platform were plainly devised to deliver on QPWS’s 
commitment to protect and present the park, including 
any Aboriginal cultural heritage within park boundar-
ies. The recycled plastic material would have undoubt-
edly appealed to the Department’s environmental 
values. However, in light of the catastrophic outcome, 
the decision to build a visitor viewing platform and 
boardwalk to protect cultural heritage appears to be 
as risky as the decision to start a fire to protect private 
property. This is the high-stakes territory in which 
cultural rights intersect with conflicting stakeholder 
interests and government priorities.

Five dilemmas for rock art management
I want to turn now to the five dilemmas I have 

drawn out of the literature on rock art management in 
central Queensland and elsewhere in the state. These 
issues appear to have no straightforward resolution 
under existing legislation, conditions and conventional 
archaeological approaches to planning and manage-
ment. This paper summarises these five dilemmas 
concerning the specific context of central Queensland 
and their broader implications for cultural heritage 
management. The purpose of emphasising these com-
plex issues is not to dwell on negatives but to consider 
where the fields of archaeology and cultural heritage 
management may most fruitfully direct positive fo-
cus and creative problem-solving. They are thus the 
dilemmas that any new or improved approach to rock 
art management in the region would need to address, 
and they highlight an important set of considerations 
for cultural heritage management more generally. 
(1) While the statutory landscape has strengthened in favour 

of First Nations cultural rights, these efforts have been 
undermined in implementation and enforcement. 
The levers of the State and Federal statutory mech-

anisms to protect First Nations cultural rights are 
penalties and plans, both aimed at reducing harm to 
existing cultural heritage and ensuring the involve-
ment of First Nations Owners in all management 
matters. Queensland’s Aboriginal Cultural Heritage 
Act 2003 and Torres Strait Islander Cultural Heritage Act 
2003 recognise Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples as the only parties able to hold knowledge 
of their cultural heritage and, therefore, to be able 
to assess significance. The Acts require that anyone 
wanting to conduct fieldwork at a cultural heritage 
site must have evidence of consultation with the cor-
rect person/people responsible for that knowledge 
(Smith and Burke 2007: 141). The Acts legally require 
the development and approval of a Cultural Heritage 
Management Plan (CHMP) in cases where a project, 
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such as a mining development, triggers the need for an 
Environmental Impact Statement. There is provision 
for a CHMP to be drawn up voluntarily and submitted 
for State approval (DATSIP 2005: 1). State guidelines, 
therefore, shape the pervasive approach to cultural 
heritage management in Queensland.

Considerable fines for both individuals and cor-
porations aim to address the intentional and unin-
tentional impacts of both visitation and development 
(in Queensland, a corporation faces a maximum of 
$A1,548,000, and an individual $A154,800 for unlaw-
fully harming Aboriginal cultural heritage. DATSIP 
2005: 1). Rock art researchers Fay Gale and Jane Jacobs 
established in the 1980s that warnings of fines have 
a measurable impact on visitor behaviour at rock art 
sites (1986: 6), and these warnings are clearly visible 
at the most visited sites at Carnarvon National Park 
(see Fig. 4). However, the legislation on its own is a 
limited instrument, and as the literature observes, one 
that is routinely undermined. For example, ongoing 
compliance issues are comprehensively outlined by 
archaeologists and heritage specialists Michael J. 
Rowland, Sean Ulm and Jill Reid in their paper ‘Com-
pliance with Indigenous cultural heritage legislation 
in Queensland: perceptions, realities and prospects’ 
(2014: 329–351. See also: Martin et al. 2016: 137–158; 
McNiven et al. 2016: 159–186). Further to this, Nicola 
Winn and Paul Taçon’s paper ‘Managing the past in 
northern Australia: challenges and pitfalls for Indig-

enous communities, rock art and cultural heritage’ 
identifies specific barriers that the State and Federal 
legislative framework pose to Aboriginal groups in 
Queensland, including native title holders, as well as 
the limitations in available funding and professional 
support for First Nations Owners to undertake the 
cultural heritage management work (2016: 168–190. 
Further limitations of the legislation relating to intan-
gible heritage are discussed in: Ross 2016: 107–128; 
McKercher and Du Cros 2002: 50). 

As it currently stands in Queensland, it is the State, 
rather than First Nations peoples, that authorises 
any permitted act of cultural heritage management, 
including acts of cultural maintenance and continua-
tion by First Nations Owners (Division 5, Section 107, 
Aboriginal Cultural Heritage Act 2003). According to 
the legislation, Queensland’s cultural heritage acts are 
designed to ‘recognise the key role of Traditional Own-
ers in cultural heritage matters’ and ‘establish practical 
and flexible processes for dealing with cultural her-
itage in a timely manner’ (Queensland Government 
2021a). In reality, the scope of rights and roles for First 
Nations Owners are limited, as is the State’s capacity 
for timely responses to cultural heritage issues. 

The ‘Carnarvon National Park – Management 
Plan’ (2005) outlines state government guidelines and 
aspirations relating to managing cultural heritage 
sites within the Park, particularly for significant and 
well-documented rock art sites (QPWS 2005). The key 

Figure 4.  Protective measures at Art Gallery, Carnarvon Gorge section, Carnarvon National Park: a timber visitor 
boardwalk and notice of penalties for violating cultural heritage legislation. Image: MK March 2022.
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rock art conservation issues the plan identifies are the 
impact of visitors, vandalism, climate and weathering 
(QPWS 2005: 25). The plan has not been revised since 
2005 and as a result, many items are now out of date. 
For example, it references the Register of the National 
Estate, which ceased in 2007, meaning Carnarvon Na-
tional Park no longer appears on any national statutory 
list—the same, unfortunately, is true for the whole of 
the central Highlands region (only one of the thirteen 
Queensland entries on the National Heritage List is 
included for its significant rock art: Quinkan Country 
in north Queensland. DCCEEW 2020). Detail is also 
missing that may prevent good intentions from being 
meaningful and effective. For instance, the plan does 
not provide clear measures for implementation or 
resourcing intended actions, such as greater involve-
ment of First Nations Owners—support for which has 
wavered in the decades since the plan was written. The 
plan also does not name which sites have restricted 
access to visitors (for example, First Nations Owners 
have expressed wishes to close the Amphitheatre to 
visitors for cultural reasons, see Giorgi and Taçon 2019: 
188). These omissions are reinforced by the Park’s 
website, which makes no mention of any restricted 
access or cultural safety considerations (for example, 
the website overlooks the cultural significance of the 
Amphitheatre and instead draws comparisons to 
Tolkien’s Middle Earth. See QPWS 2020). 
(2) While tourism offers great potential to drive community 

support and potentially finance for rock art conserva-
tion, it also comes with real risks to conservation and 
cultural safety. 
The management strategies implemented by 

QPWS at Carnarvon National Park have been pri-
marily focused on addressing the negative impacts of 
visitors on rock art, such as through physical barriers, 
penalties and education (see QPWS 2005). However, 
the effectiveness of these management strategies has 
been limited, and in some cases, they have led to other, 

more catastrophic impacts on rock art. 
Education, such as through interpretive materials 

and guided tours, is a positive indirect response to 
both vandalism and accidental damage caused by 
visitors. It is a management solution that appeals to 
our better nature (if only we knew better). However, 
as Janette Deacon has noted, it is unknown whether 
education can help deter intentional and unintentional 
visitor damage or whether it may also contribute to 
the growth of visitor numbers, which may result in 
further harm (2006: 381). It is also not known the extent 
or quality of education required to prevent visitors 
from harming sites. This dilemma is discussed in a 
paper co-authored by Marisa Giorgi and Paul Taçon 
that considers visitor impacts at two key sites at 
Carnarvon Gorge (Art Gallery and Cathedral Cave). 
They consider both intentional acts of vandalism and 
the non-intentional, but similarly adverse, wear and 
tear caused by visitor presence (Giorgi and Taçon 
2019: 189–190). The paper provides a clear example in 
which education did not deter vandalism at Carnarvon 
Gorge: one vandal had attended a rock art information 
evening at a resort immediately before intentionally 
harming the site (Giorgi and Taçon 2019: 190).

The sustained intentional impacts of visitors are 
the subject of a study on visitor books conducted by 
Natalie Franklin at Carnarvon Gorge (see Fig. 5). She 
set out to test the claim that if tourists are encouraged 
to sign their names on paper, they may be dissuaded 
from marking their names as graffiti on the rock art 
(Franklin 2011). It is an appealing theory, but the re-
sults were inconclusive. Nevertheless, the study was 
able to determine that insights from visitor books 
could otherwise be used in cultural heritage man-
agement, such as to better direct signage, physical 
infrastructure and interpretive materials (Franklin 
2011: 259).

Giorgi and Taçon also raise the underexplored di-
mension of cultural distress to First Nations Owners 
caused by visitors accessing sacred or avoidance sites 
(Giorgi and Taçon 2019: 191). The paper considers 
appropriate management responses according to the 
preferences of First Nations Owners, for example, 
improving visitor education and restrictions to such 
areas and policy support for the greater presence, 
involvement and leadership of First Nations Owners 
(Giorgi and Taçon 2019: 186, 191; see also Giorgi 2017). 
They also highlight the key social and cultural tensions 
between the wishes and interests of First Nations 
Owners and other stakeholders, namely QPWS and 
Park visitors.

Where education cannot alone meet the pressures 
of visitation or where better access is required, physical 
measures have been introduced to protect rock art. 
Like education, however, protective infrastructure 
has presented both limitations and unintended con-
sequences. Grahame Walsh was the first in the liter-
ature on Carnarvon Gorge rock art to identify issues 
surrounding ‘hard’ conservation measures, such as 

Figure 5.  Visitors logbook at Cathedral Cave, Carnarvon 
Gorge section, Carnarvon National Park. Image: MK 
March 2022.
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protective barriers and boardwalks around vulnerable 
rock art sites (see Fig. 4). His paper considers how the 
visual disturbances they create may be fundamentally 
at odds with the rock art’s cultural heritage and natural 
values (Walsh 1984). Further, the subtitle of Walsh’s 
paper, ‘A case history in the dilemma of presentation 
or preservation’, identifies the potential conflict be-
tween the goals of ‘presentation’ and ‘protection’. For 
example, infrastructure such as paths and stairs can 
significantly impact the flow of runoff water and gen-
erate dust. Infrastructure also increases visitors, which 
may not only lead to visitor damage but also cause the 
cultural and spiritual distress of First Nations Owners 
about sites that they wish to be closed or restricted. 
Close to four decades on from Walsh’s paper, the 
consequences of this particular visitor management 
strategy at Baloon Cave have proven to be grave.
(3) While archaeologists’ and cultural heritage management 

professionals’ expertise and commitment to conservation 
are invaluable, their knowledge cannot be presumed to 
be complete, neutral or necessarily effective in the face 
of other, more powerful influences. 
The structured site management methodology 

originally outlined by Sharon Sullivan in the 1980s 
remains the gold standard for caring for and managing 
rock art within the Australian archaeological commu-
nity (Sullivan 1989; see also Smith and Burke 2007: 
228). The process Sullivan outlines is broadly consis-
tent with the ethics outlined in the Burra Charter. Oth-
er scholars have added some important updates—for 
example, Melissa Marshall and Paul Taçon urge that all 
decision-making and practices relating to the care of 
rock art be guided by First Nations peoples, and oth-
ers, such as Deacon and Michael Pearson and Sharon 
Sullivan, have proposed steps before and afterwards 
to identify stakeholder interests, review strategies, and 
conduct document management (Marshall and Taçon 
2014: 217. See also: Deacon 2006: 379–399; Pearson and 
Sullivan 1995).

However, practically speaking, Marshall and Taçon 
observe that successful rock art site management 
in Australia is hindered by several ongoing issues 
(Marshall and Taçon 2014: 214–128). These include: 
the limited circulation of management strategies and 
conservation approaches in the literature and beyond; 
the restricted and rare nature of rock art conservation 
training; limited funding for Indigenous placements 
in conservation and ranger programs; the growing 
pressures of tourism (particularly with GPS technolo-
gy aiding visitor awareness of remote sites), alongside 
those of development and natural resource extraction; 
long gaps in the monitoring and maintenance of rock 
art sites that have previously received care due to 
lack of ongoing resources and available expertise; and 
finally, the potential for hard conservation strategies 
(such as visitor boardwalks, drip-lines, and protective 
grilles) to have negative, and in some cases, tragic 
consequences, such as accelerating the impact of fire 
or creating visual disturbances (Marshall and Taçon 

2014)—both of which have played out at Carnarvon 
Gorge. Further to this, Deacon points out that few of 
the potentially thousands of rock art management 
plans developed around the world have been moni-
tored or reviewed, aside from those of world heritage 
sites that have a built-in mechanism for international 
oversight (Deacon 2006: 391).

Beyond these practical concerns, decisions around 
the material conservation of rock art are inherently 
fraught with questions of value. For example, the an-
swer to the crucial conservation question of what to 
preserve and what to allow to change—either passive-
ly via natural processes of age and weathering or ac-
tively through the living forces of culture—is informed 
by training, perspective and cultural background. 
Many First Nations communities consider change to 
be part of the continuing vitality of rock art (this may 
extend to both natural and cultural changes, such as 
retouching or overpainting artworks). The general 
tendency in conservation has been the opposite: to 
maintain rock art in the condition that best resembles 
its original creation, or at the very least, to avoid any 
physical changes that might shift the significance or 
meaning recognised by the conservation community 
(Deacon 2006: 381). There are other influences upon 
conservation decisions: for example, consulting ar-
chaeologists are often employed for native title claims 
or through the development process, and thus, their 
outputs are driven by the strictness of legislation 
(Smith and Burke 2007: xx–xxii).

Archaeology of the past has largely been able to 
pursue its commitment to cultural, scientific or con-
servation values with little responsibility to anyone 
else. This approach has detrimentally excluded the 
voices and rights of First Nations Owners. Archae-
ology of the present is becoming both ethically and 
pragmatically conscious of the social, political and 
economic exigencies of any research, conservation or 
management project (see: Egloff 2006a; Charoenwong-
sa 2006; Robles García 2006; Cabeza 2006). Whereas 
prior to the past two decades, the archaeological and 
cultural heritage literature on rock art conservation has 
tended to focus on a limited set of material concerns 
(for example, insect damage, weathering, vandalism 
etc.), now, once peripheral issues are more central 
to the discourse. These issues include the pressures 
of development, land use, political structures, local 
communities and various interest groups. Given there 
are often many urgent conservation issues to balance 
in cultural heritage management, it is easy to forget 
that interest groups can be powerful; their demands 
have the potential to overtake or undermine any heri-
tage protection priorities (Egloff 2006a; Robles García 
2006). For rock art researchers, taking into account the 
interests of stakeholders also means considering the 
diverse values attributed to cultural heritage. Stake-
holders may regard rock art variously, and at times 
concurrently, as culture, science, nature or economic 
resource. 
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(4) Stakeholder support may be essential to the success of 

conservation management plans; however, long-running 
conflicts and divisions between stakeholders and interest 
groups can be extremely difficult to reconcile. 
Rock art connects many individuals and groups 

who, for assorted, overlapping and conflicting reasons, 
have a stake or interest in the site or its surround-
ings (Egloff 2006a: 85). The stakeholders of central 
Queensland rock art typically include: first and fore-
most, cultural groups with a connection to the cultural 
landscape (the most widely acknowledged cultural 
group/s are the First Nations Owners, however, as 
is the case with Carnarvon Gorge, rock art and the 
surrounding cultural landscape may connect many 
cultural groups not legally identified as custodians 
with associated rights); individual researchers, as well 
as education institutions (schools and universities); 
responsible government agencies; and commercial 
operators, such as those in the tourism or primary 
industries.

Cultural heritage management is still a young 
and evolving framework, and stakeholders have only 
been given serious attention in recent decades (see 
McKercher and Du Cros 2002). Bob McKercher and 
Hilary Du Cros argue that for cultural heritage man-
agement to be successful, it must be ‘both professional 
and systematic’, with preparedness for potential use 
conflicts and integration of multiple stakeholders as 
managers (2002: 52). This kind of forward planning 
and sophistication was not present in the earlier stages 
of cultural heritage management (McKercher and Du 
Cros 2002: 52).

Central Queensland rock art exists both on pri-
vately owned land and state-owned land managed 
by QPWS. Privately owned land is dominated by 
primary producing and mining interests (the region 
is the biggest beef producer in Australia, which means 
cattle grazing accounts for the largest land use, fol-
lowed by broadacre crops, mostly cotton). There are 
some rock art sites on land owned by organisations 
or corporations, such as those established for tourism. 

Thus, the term ‘stakeholder’ encompasses a 
broad range of connections and interests in central 
Queensland rock art, centred immediately within the 
site’s geography as well as outside of it. Stakeholder 
groups are complex, with a range of potential risks, 
benefits, conflicts and opportunities that must be care-
fully weighed and examined rather than taken at face 
value. For example, the tourism industry is clearly in-
terested in preserving rock art in central Queensland, 
as it attracts visitors to the region. However, tourist 
operators may be less interested in the cultural rights 
of First Nations peoples or the standard of care of rock 
art sites. They may also be unwilling to take respon-
sibility for the impacts of visitors.

The cattle industry is a stakeholder with a track 
record of harming cultural heritage in central 
Queensland. Cattle and other introduced animals 
can directly damage rock art, as well as change the 

surrounding vegetation, which can lead to other dam-
age or increased risk of fire (Agnew et al. 2015: 20). 
Nevertheless, grazing is classed under Queensland’s 
Cultural Heritage Act as a category 2 ‘low impact’ 
activity that ‘causes no additional surface disturbance’, 
and therefore a CHMP or consultation with Aborigi-
nal parties is not required unless some impact occurs 
(Rowland et al. 2014: 342–343). The Australian Archae-
ological Association submission to the Queensland 
Cultural Heritage Act Review noted that legislation’s 
reliance on private land users self-assessing their duty 
of care ‘is a failed concept which has led to the dam-
age or destruction of thousands of cultural heritage 
sites, places and landscapes over the past 15 years 
of the Act’s operation’ (Australian Archaeological 
Association Incorporated 2019: 3). The protection of 
cultural heritage has also been politicised as a threat 
to pastoral interests, leading Walsh to declare the ‘end 
to landholder tolerance of interest in rock art’ in cen-
tral Queensland following the Mabo decision (Walsh 
2006: 4). At the same time, sites on cattle stations are 
not impacted by high numbers of visitors, meaning 
that they may offer some measure of protection for 
rock art as compared to sites within popular National 
Parks (assuming primary production itself does not 
cause damage). 

Finally, there are the mining and development in-
dustries. On the face of it, they have no clear positive 
incentives for protecting rock art, meaning that the 
negative incentives of penalties and associated repu-
tational risk are what compel protection. As potential 
and actual profit far outweigh financial penalties, it ap-
pears that there are competing financial incentives for 
non-compliance, making corporate and shareholder 
attitudes a potentially more powerful influence than 
legislation. 

With varying degrees of attachment and influence 
on the cultural heritage ‘asset’, the literature indi-
cates that the coordination, consultation and conflict 
resolution between the region’s diverse stakeholders 
throughout the planning process can determine the 
success of cultural heritage management (see: McK-
ercher and Du Cros 2002: 58; Robles García 2006: 
105–112). Noting central Queensland’s Bowen Basin as 
a region rich in both Aboriginal cultural heritage and 
resources, a paper by a group of archaeologists (Luke 
Godwin, Michael Morwood, Scott L’Oste-Brown and 
Allan Dale) calls for a regional approach to cultural 
heritage management. The conflicting land-use inter-
ests presented by the region’s economically significant 
coal reserves are their primary focus, alongside natural 
gas (the extraction of which has considerably inten-
sified in the time since their article was published), 
agriculture, and its associated irrigation and transport 
infrastructure (Godwin et al. 1999: 29–34). The paper 
makes a compelling case for more strategic forward 
planning, in light of what they describe as the reactive 
nature of the present system of cultural heritage man-
agement planning (for example, impact assessments 
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and cultural heritage management plans triggered by 
development planning). 
(5) The cultural priorities of First Nations Owners are 

increasingly being respected by the fields of archaeol-
ogy and cultural heritage management, as well as the 
legislation that applies to each. However, there is more 
nuance required in the literature to understand cultural 
heritage as a living, continuous practice that takes place 
in a variety of contexts.
From both an ethical and practical standpoint, 

cultural heritage management in Queensland must 
prioritise the decisions of First Nations people as 
rightful owners and custodians of their cultural in-
heritances, recognised internationally through the 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples, the Burra Charter (2013), and more recently, 
the Queensland Human Rights Act (2019), as well as 
proactively manage the (positive or negative) influence 
of other stakeholders and interest groups. Both Brian 
Egloff and Richard Mackay state that all involved in 
heritage conservation should work in partnership with 
First Nations communities, with projects and priorities 
to be determined by the ‘culture bearers’ on their terms 
and according to their cultural values and meanings, 
not those of the specialist (Egloff 2006b: 92; Mackay 
2006: 131). This presents a new set of considerations 
for cultural heritage managers, including whether 
conservation projects can be designed to provide pos-
itive social and economic outcomes for communities 
(Egloff 2006b: 92).

In central Queensland, Aboriginal cultural groups 
with longstanding or ancestral connections to the re-
gion’s rock art are quite diverse. The groups identified 
as First Nations Owners, including through native 
title claims, may live on Country, in larger nearby 
regional centres, or much further away. Many other 
cultural groups from surrounding regions do not 
claim ownership but hold deep-time connections and 
responsibilities to the cultural landscape, including 
rock art sites and those holding ancestral remains, 
through regular and ongoing ceremonial journeys 
and active engagement. There is also contention over 
who claims custodianship or connection rightfully, as 
indicated by overlapping native title claims.

Before First Nations groups can even become party 
to an approved cultural heritage management plan, 
they must first endure the time-consuming processes 
of asserting a rightful claim to a site, such as through 
native title, or by forming a working group. First 
Nations ‘statutory parties’ consulted for planning 
are narrowly defined as either native title holders, or 
if no successful native title determination has been 
made, it falls to the last group who submitted a claim 
(Queensland Government 2021b). This systemically 
excludes all other groups who may claim the site, 
regardless of their connection’s sanctity, significantly 
impacting their cultural rights and obligations, and 
the potential for cultural continuation. In central 
Queensland, where sites at Carnarvon National 

Park are sacred to many cultural groups, the narrow 
definition of statutory parties presents a significant 
problem to many First Nations peoples who may 
wish to engage in the maintenance and continuation 
of rock art sites.

Increasingly, rock art is understood according to 
First Nations terms of reference as part of the cultural 
landscape. As advocated by the World Heritage Com-
mittee, there has been a move from the CHMP towards 
a new type of document that situates cultural heritage 
values within the broader context of the surrounding 
environment, known as an Integrated Management 
Plan (Deacon 2006: 390-91). This signals a growing 
awareness of the expansive context of rock art, in-
cluding a greater awareness of intangible and living 
heritage (see also: Poulios 2014; Taçon and Baker 2019). 

Managing complexity
The five dilemmas I have identified resist easy 

resolutions by their very nature. To date, there are no 
robust models for integrating the variable, complex 
and sometimes conflicting conditions, risks, rights and 
perspectives involved in the care of rock art. Emergent 
approaches to managing cultural heritage, namely 
ones that prioritise First Nations stewardship and 
consider the need for stakeholder management, are 
discussed in the literature on a ‘limited and ad hoc’ 
basis (Egloff 2006a: 85).

Looking at international examples, a handful of 
case studies in the literature demonstrate that being 
prepared for stakeholder conflict increases the chanc-
es of successfully uniting different interest groups 
around cultural heritage values. A proactive approach 
to stakeholder conflict means including and consult-
ing, rather than alienating, diverse stakeholders. Ángel 
Emilio Cabeza Monteira discusses the progress of 
Chilean cultural heritage management according to 
the social, cultural and economic rights and interests 
of Indigenous communities, as well as traditional 
knowledge of their heritage, in his paper as part of 
the 5th World Archaeological Congress (Cabeza 2006: 
105–112). He reaches the same powerful conclusion as 
the ‘communities themselves’ that ‘the search for joint 
solutions’ is ‘more satisfying and long-lasting than any 
conflict could ever be’ (Cabeza 2006: 129). 

In the same proceedings, Pisit Charoenwongsa 
discusses the Nan Project in Thailand, which in-
volved community stakeholders in meaningful ways: 
training community members in some of the on-site 
archaeological processes, integrating contemporary 
Indigenous cultural practices and objects in associated 
communications and cultural heritage displays, and 
converting the privately-owned site into public land 
(Charoenwongsa 2006: 103). The benefits of stakehold-
er inclusion were: cultural pride and continuation for 
Indigenous communities, educational and economic 
opportunities for the broader community, and resis-
tance to development (Charoenwongsa 2006: 102–104).

Anabel Ford describes a similarly successful 
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community stakeholder-led approach at the El Pilar 
Archaeological Reserve for Maya Flora and Fauna 
(Ford 2006). The stakeholder group, ‘Amigos de El 
Pilar’, made up of local villagers, was able to clarify 
and advance its own priorities for conservation and 
management. This included changing the legal status 
of the reserve; raising international visibility; setting 
up education initiatives, including visitor trails that 
highlight traditional knowledge; fundraising and es-
tablishing partnerships with universities and NGOs; 
and developing commercial revenue streams in line 
with heritage values, such as eco-tourism ventures 
(Ford 2006).

While very different from a First Nations con-
text in central Queensland, these examples provide 
promising instances of how grassroots initiatives 
can mobilise stakeholders around the complexities 
of cultural heritage management, and with minimal 
resources. They emphasise values and principles as 
the resin that binds diverse (and, at times, dissenting) 
communities around a common purpose. Beyond 
these small number of case studies, decision-making 
on priorities and approaches for conservation tends to 
be reactive (Marshall and Taçon 2014: 214–228) rather 
than values-based. The literature reflects insufficient 
discourse on how values and principles can help guide 
decisions, aside from those minimal ones set by the 
statutory landscape and professional standards (cf. 
Buckley and Sullivan 2014).

While the traditional orthodoxy suggests that an 
archaeologist, conservator or parks manager attempts 
to find solutions to isolated problems as they arise 
and typically operates within the confines of their 
respective roles, the literature discussed makes it clear 
that the scale, complexity and interconnectedness of 
risks to rock art means that to focus on one problem 
(for example, visitor impacts) is to overlook another, 
potentially more catastrophic, issue (for example, 
wildfire) (see Gale and Jacobs 1987; McKercher and 
Du Cros 2002; Deacon 2006; Egloff 2006a; Marshall 
and Taçon 2014: 214–228; McGrath 2016; Winn and 
Taçon 2016). In other words, to focus on parts is to 
overlook the complex whole. As discussed, some 
types of risk are so catastrophic that they eclipse 
all others (for example, the destruction of a cultural 
heritage site through mining activities), while others 
compound risks. 

This may appear to present a bleak outlook; 
however, the emerging literature on stakeholders 
just discussed suggests that the solution may lie in 
the very nature of the problem. By embracing rather 
than avoiding complexity, such as the complexity of 
managing competing stakeholder interests, cultural 
heritage management may become more resilient in 
the face of growing challenges. By comprehensively 
embracing First Nations leadership in managing 
their cultural heritage according to self-determined 
priorities and processes rather than the narrow ones 
outlined in legislation and government policy, com-

munities may be able to offer solutions that better 
integrate the needs of people, culture and the natural 
landscape.

Conclusion
The history of material conservation in rock art 

is more often than not a story of ‘perverse results’ or 
solutions that accidentally make the problem worse: 
protective grilles that create unintended visual dis-
turbances, chemical treatments that hasten the dete-
rioration of rock art (e.g. Marshall 2020: 173, 229), or 
physical barriers that create fuel loads for fire. Baloon 
Cave is now a sorry chapter in this history. However, 
the First Nations community’s experience of what 
happened there challenges the comfortable narrative 
of good intentions and unforeseen consequences. For 
the First Nations peoples connected to Baloon Cave, it 
seems that the State’s good intentions were narrowly 
focused on legislation and visitors over sacred cultural 
heritage protection. For the Elders who raised con-
cerns about the recycled plastic material, it appears 
the consequences were not so much unforeseeable as 
they were inconvenient. 

Regardless of the theoretical soundness of any 
singular conservation or management intervention, 
adverse impacts may only become apparent following 
tragedy—after which, they become obvious. It is easy 
to ask now, with hindsight, how encircling the rock 
art at Baloon Cave in a petrochemical could ever have 
been imagined to be a protective measure. The more 
complicated question for the State, as for any other 
cultural heritage managing entity, is how the goals 
of ‘protecting and presenting’ First Nations cultural 
heritage can be more carefully weighed with the risks 
accompanying both protection and presentation.

Legislation, policy and international human rights 
make it clear that First Nations cultural rights must 
be given due primacy in relation to other competing 
priorities and stakeholder interests in First Nations 
cultural heritage. In doing so, the key assessment that 
must be undertaken is weighing the impacts on each 
party, such as catastrophic loss of cultural heritage 
versus reduced profit or restricted access. At least 
one point presents no dilemma: any new or improved 
model for managing First Nations cultural heritage 
must clearly be led by First Nations peoples, focused 
on their individual and collective cultural rights, in-
terests and preferences.
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