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The belief in the possibility of consilience beyond science and across the great 

branches of learning is not yet science. It is a metaphysical world view, and a 

minority one at that, shared by only a few scientists and philosophers…The 

strongest appeal of consilience is in the prospect of intellectual adventure and, 

given even modest success, the value of understanding the human condition with 

a higher degree of certainty.1
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1 

Introduction 

A Letter from Bingil Bay 

 

At the end of August 1968, a relatively unknown artist-craftsman sat at 

his home typewriter in Bingil Bay, a sleepy hideaway north of Mission Beach on 

Australia’s Great Barrier Reef. The man was John Busst, and under the title of 

President of the Innisfail Branch of the Wildlife Preservation Society of 

Queensland (WPSQ), he wrote a letter to the Editor of The Australian newspaper 

in Sydney. The letter aimed to make public the fact that the Queensland 

Government had for almost a year, been clandestinely leasing areas of the Great 

Barrier Reef for oil and mineral exploration. Busst’s letter revealed that 80, 920 

square miles of the Reef were now under lease to various companies, which 

upon their discovery of oil or minerals, would automatically be granted licenses 

to begin actively mining the Reef.2

 

  

The view of Bingil Bay from John Busst’s house. 3

                                                        
2 Letter from John Busst to the Editor of The Australian Newspaper in Sydney, Friday 30 
August 1968, p.1, MS 5781, Box 17, Folder 121, National Library of Australia.  

 

3  Photo in Queensland Government, Department of Environment and Resource 
Management Heritage Register, History of Ninney Rise and John Busst Memorial, 
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Despite the predictions of an imminent global rush for the seabed’s 

resources, offshore oil exploration was in uncharted territory at this time: even 

international maritime law offered no clearly defined legal regime on the seas.4 

In Australia, under the 1900 Constitution, the respective rights of the 

Commonwealth and the States with regard to exploitation of the continental 

shelf were ill-defined, leading to a pervasive lack of understanding about who 

had sovereignty over the resources of the continental shelf. In 1966, the Federal 

Prime Minister Harold Holt preached a spirit of cooperation with the states, but 

even this seemed insufficient. Since there were profits to be made, it was decided 

that a common code was needed for sharing any royalties gained from 

exploitation, and the confusion over sovereignty was to be addressed by a Senate 

Select Committee.5

As a longtime friend of the Prime Minister, Busst had managed to convert 

Holt to his own ideas on the need to protect the Great Barrier Reef, and this was 

to mark the beginning of a change in Canberran thinking on the Reef: no longer 

  

                                                                                                                                                               
<http://www.epa.qld.gov.au/chims/placeDetail.html?siteId=19622>, retrieved 25 
August 2011. 
4 John Mitchell ‘Offshore Rush On Soon’, The Age, 28 August 1970, John Busst Collection, 
JBC/Corr/10, 1970-1971 Great Barrier Reef Correspondence, James Cook University: 
This article suggested that there were signs of a minor rush developing in Australian 
underwater prospecting in the mid 60s. The startling pace of the onshore search for 
minerals was forcing companies into remote regions, and by 1970 there were geologists 
who were convinced that as minerals grew scarcer on the land, the sea would be mined, 
Judith Wright, The Coral Battleground (Melbourne: Nelson ltd, 1977), p. 30: When 
Wright visited Peter Scott, the head of the WWF in Morges, Switzerland in 1968, he 
warned that the coming rush for control of the seabed would make the rush for African 
colonies look like kindergarten play. He encouraged an international agreement for the 
Reef’s future, James Bowen and Margarita Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef: History, 
Science, Heritage (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), p. 320. 
5 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, pp. 320-321: The Senate Select Committee 
on Offshore Petroleum Resources was set up to investigate the validity of the 1967 
Petroleum (Submerged Lands) Act and to seek a clearer constitutional basis for ultimate 
authority over the continental shelf. 

http://www.epa.qld.gov.au/chims/placeDetail.html?siteId=19622�
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was it to be left to itself and its distance.6 However, unbeknownst to most, before 

any agreement had been reached by the Senate Select Committee, the 

Queensland government eagerly set out to stake its claim over the Reef. In 1967, 

it began to secretly issue prospecting rights in the Great Barrier Reef to oil 

companies.7

By the time Busst wrote to publicize this situation, Prime Minister Holt 

had disappeared into the sea, never to return, and with him, his promise to 

protect the Reef. Nonetheless, for Busst and his conservationist allies it was 

fortunate that no clear ownership of the Reef had been established in law, since 

the ambiguity allowed them to urge the Commonwealth to lay immediate claim 

to the area and in so doing, prevent the exploitation which was likely to go ahead 

if Queensland had control. In his letter, Busst pointed to Russian and Canadian 

examples of sea ownership claims to suggest that at this juncture, no other 

nation was likely to declare war on Australia if it laid claim to the Reef. He urged 

the Commonwealth to lay immediate claim to the Reef, and worry about arguing 

about it at the international legal level later on.

 

8

By this time, Busst had already led a successful battle in an Innisfail 

mining warden’s court against a proposal by a group of Cairns cane-growers to 

  

                                                        
6 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p.2, Anon, Newspaper Cutting ‘Holt Said: “Save Reef”’, 
22 March 1969, John Busst Collection, JBC/Corr/7, 1969 General Conservation Issues 
Correspondence, James Cook University: Busst gave evidence to the Senate Select 
Committee on Offshore Petroleum Resources after Holt disappeared, that Holt had 
promised to protect the Reef, but that this was something that Busst could not reveal in 
Holt’s lifetime. 
7 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, pp. 321-2.  
8 Letter from John Busst to the Editor of The Australian Newspaper in Sydney, Friday 30 
August 1968, p.3, MS 5781, Box 17, Folder 121, National Library of Australia. 
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mine part of the Great Barrier Reef, Ellison Reef, for agricultural limestone.9

There is no such thing as a “dead reef”. The so called “dead reef” 

provides the vital feeding and breeding of multiple organisms of the 

Reef… The so called “dead reef” is in fact the very basis and living 

heart of the Reef.

 Now 

in 1968, at the tail end of the Ellison Reef case, Busst wrote to draw attention to 

the Queensland Government’s announced scheme to mine “dead coral rubble” 

for the cement industry. This, he wrote, would ‘undoubtedly cause a storm of 

international scientific protest. I propose to see that it does.’ With the weight of 

the experience of the Ellison Reef case behind him, he pugnaciously declared:  

10

The anticipated large scale blasting of the Reef, which he believed would lead to 

pollution and destruction beyond the designated mining areas, was, he argued, 

criminal folly. To his mind, such exploitation made no practical sense:  

  

Mining is a wasting asset, oil wells or mineral fields are inevitably 

limited in extent, and once exhausted, will leave us with a marine 

Simpson’s Desert where once there existed the fantastic splendour of 

                                                        
9 Even with a refusal of support from the scientists in the Great Barrier Reef Committee, 
and the University of Queensland, who posed no opposition on the grounds that Ellison 
Reef was a ‘dead reef’, Busst was able to organize an opposition case with the help of the 
WPSQ. The Australian Conservation Foundation and the young student members of the 
Queensland Littoral Society provided expert biological evidence in the Ellison Reef case, 
which established a precedent against mining of the Great Barrier Reef (See chapter II of 
this thesis). 
10 Letter from John Busst to the Editor of The Australian Newspaper in Sydney, Friday 30 
August 1968, p. 1, MS 5781, Box 17, Folder 121, National Library of Australia. 
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the Great Barrier Reef. Aesthetically and scientifically, it is equivalent 

to bulldozing the Taj Mahal or the Pyramids for road material.11

Busst’s letter then went on to expound a new and challenging ‘ecological’ view of 

the Reef: 

 

The myriad separate reefs must be regarded as one huge living 

structure, closely interconnected to an extent which is as yet not fully 

scientifically understood… Even the physics of the complex oscillatory 

inter-tidal systems of the Reef are as yet unfathomed. Judith Wright 

McKinney’s analogy on mining limited areas is valid. “You cannot keep 

cutting steaks off a bullock and expect it to stay alive”.12

From the standpoint of this relatively new science, the Great Barrier’s 

many hundreds or thousands of Reefs were increasingly recognized as a 

dynamic, interconnected unity of life. By studying the complexity of currents, and 

planktonic movement across the ocean, biologists were beginning to understand 

the Great Barrier Reef as only the main system of a larger overall system of reefs 

throughout the Indo-Pacific region.

  

13 The Great Barrier Reef was also beginning 

to be recognized as inseparable from the mainland coasts, with fringes of great 

mangrove forests forming fertile breeding ground for many species.14

                                                        
11 Letter from John Busst to the Editor of The Australian Newspaper in Sydney, Friday 30 
August 1968, p. 2, MS 5781, Box 17, Folder 121, National Library of Australia. 

 However, 

as was later acknowledged, ecology had as yet few authoritative studies to offer 

12 Letter from John Busst to the Editor of The Australian Newspaper in Sydney, Friday 30 
August 1968, p. 2, MS 5781, Box 17, Folder 121, National Library of Australia. 
13 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 67: Scheltema (1968) quoted in evidence given by 
Marine Ecologist Dr. J.F. Grassle to the Senate Select Committee on Offshore Petroleum 
Resources. 
14 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 21. 
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of even one single biological sub-system of the Reef, for example fish or corals, 

let alone the whole of the Reef.15 According to the self-professed ecologist and 

government scientist Len Webb, there was in the mid-1960s only a small 

network of environmentally committed scientists across Australia.16 Ecological 

knowledge of coral reefs was scarce even overseas: as a young science, 

struggling for respectability, it was regarded with suspicion. As a lay 

organisation, the WPSQ was thus forced to seek professional guidance from 

scarce and as yet unauthoritative sources. ‘Australia’s greatest woman poet’, 

Judith Wright, later pointed out that the movement of which she was a part was 

initially a fringe-phenomenon, operating on a loose voluntary basis without 

finance or government recognition. Accused of being composed of cranks, many 

of them poets and artists, they were ridiculed in the conformist Australia of the 

late 1960s, causing even potentially sympathetic scientists to shy away from 

association.17

On the face of it, John Busst, Len Webb, and Judith Wright appeared to be 

three extremely unlikely individuals to lead the political campaign to protect the 

Great Barrier Reef in the late 1960s. Busst, who has been celebrated as a rat-race 

drop-out, was an artist and craftsman who had helped to build the bohemian 

artists’ colony, Montsalvat, outside Melbourne. His family inheritance had 

allowed him to circumvent a legal career, and to leave Melbourne to live on 

  

                                                        
15 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 20 
16 Libby Connors and Drew Hutton, A History of the Australian Environmental Movement, 
(Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 97: the authors interviewed Len 
Webb in 1997. 
17 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 23, George Williams, ‘The Calm Miss Wright Fights 
to Save the Reef’, The Australian, 26 November 1969, John Busst Collection, 
JBC/PUB/35, Newspaper extracts- 1960s The Australian, Tully Times, Evening Advocate 
and various clippings James Cook University: This newspaper article described Wright 
as ‘possibly Australia’s greatest woman poet, according to people who should know.’ 
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Bedarra Island in the reclusive, and seemingly escapist beachcomber tradition 

established years before by E.J. Banfield.18 As such, he also appeared an unlikely 

companion for Webb, who, at the time of their first collaboration, was a 

government scientist working for the Commonwealth Council for Scientific and 

Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO), at a time when government science 

was decidedly on the side of industry, rather than conservation.19 When Webb 

and Busst came in contact with Wright, the third of the troika, she was a poet 

residing further south, in Brisbane. Though she had already achieved fame and 

widespread praise for her poetry, she had little experience or knowledge of the 

Reef.20

This unlikely trio, Busst, Webb and Wright, were to adopt, extend, and 

popularize the arguments of ecology, and to wage a long, hard fought and 

effective political campaign for the Australian government to establish proper 

research, management, and control of the Great Barrier Reef. Determined to 

protect the Reef from industry exploitation, and what they deemed to be human 

folly and mismanagement, they each moved away from their respective former 

cultural and social backgrounds, to take up the roles of environmental activists. 

In this thesis I investigate how and why this came about. How did this seemingly 

marginal and politically unworldly group of individuals mastermind one of the 

most effective public political campaigns of modern Australian history? I argue 

  

                                                        
18 Betty Roland, The Eye of the Beholder (Sydney: Hale & Iremonger, 1984), p. 144, Barry 
Wain, ‘The Bingil Bay Bastard’, the Nation, 1 May 1971, Biographical Cuttings of John 
Busst, Call No. 1803244; BIOG, National Library of Australia. 
19 Connors and Hutton, A History of the Australian Environmental Movement, p. 97: the 
authors interviewed Len Webb in 1997, and he attested to this fact. 
20 National Library of Australia, MS5781 Biographical Note, <http://nla.gov.au/nla.ms-
ms5781>, retrieved 25 September 2011: Wright was twenty-five when her first poem 
was published and her first collection of verse, the Moving Image, was published in 
1946. She was awarded Commonwealth Literary Fund Fellowships in 1949 and 1962.  

http://nla.gov.au/nla.ms-ms5781�
http://nla.gov.au/nla.ms-ms5781�
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that the experiences of these three key individuals in fighting to save the Reef 

produced in each of them, and collectively, new and sophisticated definitions and 

conceptions of conservation in Australia. A consilience, or unification occurred 

when knowledge literally ‘jumped together’ across the respective disciplines of 

these individuals, to create a common groundwork to explain and carry out the 

aims of conservation.21

The structure of this thesis loosely follows a progressive linear 

chronology. Chapter I provides a background to the poet, the ecologist, and the 

artist-craftsman, in order to shed light on their primordial philosophical 

underpinnings, and the forces that drew these three towards environmental 

activism. I uncover how the first signs of a consilience began to display 

themselves, as their lives began to intersect, and as the young, burgeoning 

conservation movement took up the fresh ideas of ecology. Chapter II delves into 

the confluence that became stronger and more visible as the forces of 

exploitation had to be met head on. The unanimous commitment to morality, 

aesthetics, education and bipartisanship was made, as philosophies intersected 

to push for political outcomes to protect the Great Barrier Reef. 

  

 Chapter III explores the closer association that was made between 

aesthetics, morality, and the arousal of public sentiment. A self-realisation and 

explicit self-definition occurred when conservationists discovered the force of 

consilience across disciplinary boundaries, which enabled a greater 

                                                        
21 William Whewell, The Philosophy of Inductive Sciences (1840), quoted in Wilson, 
Consilience, p. 8: Whewell was the first to speak of such consilience, or ‘jumping 
together’. He said, ‘The Consilience of Inductions takes place when an Induction 
obtained from one class of facts, coincides with an Induction obtained from a different 
class. This Consilience is a test of the truth of the Theory in which it occurs’.  
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understanding and harnessing of public opinion to support the ideas of 

conservation and ecology. This chapter also traces the beginnings of the legal 

apparatus that would ultimately implement protection of the Reef. Chapter IV 

demonstrates the extent to which the campaign to save the Reef, successfully led 

to the confirmation and institutionalization of an inter-disciplinary 

conservationist philosophy that based itself on the science of ecology. In the 

epilogue, I provide an overview of how the argument for protecting the Reef was 

made, and the relevance of this case of environmental activism in the 1960s and 

1970s to environmental management issues in the current era. 
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Chapter I 

Genesis 

The Poet 

Judith Wright was born in 1915 to a prominent pastoral family on 

Wongwibinda station, north-east of Armidale on the Northern tablelands of New 

South Wales.22 At Sydney University, she completed an arts degree majoring in 

psychology and anthropology.23 Wright’s father, Phillip Wright, was president of 

the Grazier’s Federal Council, a Country Party member and Chancellor of the 

University of New England (UNE). Her brother, Bruce Wright, was the president 

of the Australian Wool-growers and Graziers Council, and her grandfather had 

been part of the frontier push for grazing land that brought about widespread 

Aboriginal dispossession.24

 To forgive oneself- that was the hardest task. Until the white men 

could recognize and forgive that deep and festering consciousness of 

guilt in themselves, they would not forgive the blacks for setting it 

 In Wright’s 1959 book, Generations of Men, she 

described the moral ambiguity in the lives of her grandparents: 

                                                        
22 Richard Glover, ‘World Without Words’, Good Weekend: The Age Magazine, 26 June 
1993, p. 36, Len Webb Collection, Box 174, Folder 754, Griffith University. 
23 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 85. 
24 Sally Blakeney, ‘Judith the Obscured’, The Weekend Australian Review, 28 February- 1 
March 1998, p. 31, Len Webb Collection, Box 174, Folder 754, Griffith University, 
Richard Glover, ‘World Without Words’, Good Weekend: The Age Magazine, 26 June 
1993, p. 39, Len Webb Collection, Box 174, Folder 754, Griffith University. 
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there. The murder would go on- open and concealed- until the blacks 

were all gone, the whites forever crippled.25

When interviewed in her later life, Wright commented: 

  

 People of my generation… they knew the place had been stolen; my 

father knew. And when you live on other people’s land for so long, you 

either take some sort of responsibility for it, or you live your life as a 

dirty so-and-so.26

In another interview towards the end of her life, Wright pinpointed the 

moment when she became an environmentalist. In 1951, she had taken her 

husband, Jack McKinney, to see a little road that she remembered at 

Goondiwindi, only to discover that the road was no longer there; it had become a 

wrecked area, with trees lying dead all around: 

  

 It was a little road that had respect for trees; which regarded trees as 

having a right to be here…It makes a real difference in my heart when 

those things happen- I’m never the same again.27

                                                        
25 Judith Wright, Generations of Men (1959), quoted in Sally Blakeney, ‘Judith the 
Obscured’, the Weekend Australian Review, 28 February- 1 March 1998, p.31, Len Webb 
Collection, Box 174, Folder 754, Griffith University. 

 

26 Richard Glover, ‘World Without Words’ in Good Weekend: The Age Magazine, 26 June 
1993, p. 39, Len Webb Collection, Box 174, Folder 754, Griffith University. 
27 Richard Glover, ‘World Without Words’ in Good Weekend: The Age Magazine, 26 June 
1993, p. 38, Len Webb Collection, Box 174, Folder 754, Griffith University. 
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Judith Wright in 1954. 28

 
 

When Wright’s daughter, Meredith McKinney, compiled and published 

Wright’s correspondence several years after her death, she remarked that a 

profound shift in the primary focus of Wright’s letters was clearly evident in 

their tone and content. According to McKinney, 

 Wright sided generously and passionately with the outsider… her 

heart was always with those outside or at odds with the 

establishment, and despite the acclaim she increasingly won, it was 

always as the defiant outsider that she was most happy to identify 

herself.29

Wright’s growing fame was thus an irritating embarrassment to her. However, 

fame was something she felt compelled to turn to a useful end, and she enlisted it 

 

                                                        
28  Judith Wright in 1954, National Archives of Australia, Photosearch, 
<http://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/scripts/PhotoSearchItemDetail.asp?M=0&B=7534616
&SE=1>, retrieved 25 September 2011. 
29 Meredith McKinney, ‘Introduction’ in Patricia Clarke and Meredith McKinney eds., 
With Love and Fury: Selected Letters of Judith Wright (Canberra: National Library of 
Australia, 2006), p. xi. 

http://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/scripts/PhotoSearchItemDetail.asp?M=0&B=7534616&SE=1�
http://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/scripts/PhotoSearchItemDetail.asp?M=0&B=7534616&SE=1�
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to help win support for the embattled causes she held dear.30

the startling shift, registered strongly in her letters, from the earlier 

private, domestic and literary self to the public conservation activist… 

A new tone pervades the letters of the 1960s, a mixture of ebullient 

energy and engagement in her new role and its challenges, and 

outrage at the forces of environmental destruction. As the 1960s drew 

her deeper into the exhausting and consuming world of 

environmental activism… the letters increasingly register a slackening 

of the impulse to poetry.

 The results of this 

decision appear in her letters as they enter into the 1960s. Meredith McKinney 

noted: 

31

Often lamented by admirers of her poetry, Wright’s decisive switch at middle age 

from poet to activist has been the subject of extensive debate and discussion. In 

later life, Wright lauded activism as a cause greater than poetry, and this has 

been taken by some as her final view.

  

32

                                                        
30 Meredith McKinney, ‘Introduction’, pp. xi-xxi. 

 However, Wright’s own writing on 

conservation in the 1960s, and indeed, her involvement in the Great Barrier Reef 

Campaign, reveals a more nuanced situation.  At the peak of the campaign to save 

the Reef in the late 1960s, Wright claimed that her vocation placed her in a prime 

position for conservationism. As she put it at that time, ‘I am a free agent. 

31 Meredith McKinney, ‘Introduction’, p. xii. 
32 Richard Glover, ‘World Without Words’, Good Weekend: The Age Magazine, 26 June 
1993, p.39, Len Webb Collection, Box 174, Folder 754, Griffith University, McKinney, 
‘Introduction’, p. xii. 
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Nobody can get at me’.33

In 1962, with the formation of the Wildlife Preservation Society of 

Queensland (WPSQ), Wright’s part in the story of the Great Barrier Reef began. 

As one of the WPSQ’s four founders, and its President, it was through this 

organization that she became involved with others who knew and loved the Reef, 

or who wanted something from it.

 Furthermore, as this thesis will demonstrate, it cannot 

be claimed that Wright threw in the towel on her poetic sensibilities to become 

an activist. 

34

 I knew little of the Reef, except for a couple of weeks spent on its outer 

most islet, Lady Elliot, in 1949. But the fringing Reef there was 

enchanting enough to have made me, too, a devotee. Perhaps devotion 

alone would not have been enough to keep us all so deeply engaged, if 

our opposition had not been quite so crass as it was. I remember a 

Queensland minister, for instance, who contended that since oil was a 

protein, the fish could eat it… As for us, we were vilified variously as 

concealed Reds and as allies of the American oil industry against 

 Looking back on the campaign to save the 

Reef from mining, Wright attributed her involvement to an emotional 

attachment to the Reef’s beauty, and the obtuseness of those she fought against. 

In a 1980 newspaper story she wrote: 

                                                        
33 George Williams, ‘The Calm Miss Wright Fights to Save the Reef’, The Australian, 26 
November 1969, John Busst Collection, JBC/PUB/35, Newspaper extracts- 1960s The 
Australian, Tully Times, Evening Advocate and various clippings James Cook University. 
34 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 1. 
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Australian firms- such self-contradictory accusations seemed to cancel 

each other out.35

The WPSQ began life with the main aim of founding a magazine as a 

forum for conservation to educate people in the value of wildlife. As the push for 

progress and development intensified in Australia, those in the WPSQ grew 

alarmed at the destructiveness of much of what was happening, but most were 

self taught and had no professional qualifications in biological science.

  

36 It was 

fortunate for them that only two short months after they formed, Len Webb 

offered his services and expertise. Webb was made vice-president of the Society, 

and when Wright first made contact with him in 1962, she was pleased to 

discover that the CSIRO scientist, one of the few ecologists working in Australia, 

also had an interest in poetry.37

                                                        
35 Judith Wright, ‘The Reef and its Defenders’ draft written for David Marr from The 
National Times, December 1980, p. 2, MS 5781 Box 17, Folder 121, National Library of 
Australia. 

 At one of the early Summer Schools, run by the 

WPSQ at the UNE in Armidale, Webb gave a talk on ecological science, and 

referred unfavourably to ‘sentiment’ in connection with resource management. 

Wright quietly drew him aside and called him up on his misuse of the word. ‘You 

should not be ashamed of “sentiment”’, she said, ‘It’s a good word- look it up in 

the dictionary.’ Webb did so: ‘Thought tinged with emotion, feeling bound up 

with some subject or ideal.’ Reflecting on this event many years later, he marked 

36 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 2. 
37 Letter from Judith Wright to Kathleen McArthur, 20 November 1962, in Patricia 
Clarke and Meredith McKinney eds., With Love and Fury: Selected Letters of Judith Wright 
(Canberra: National Library of Australia, 2006), p. 148. 
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this moment as ‘a foundation stone in developing my insights into emotional 

intelligence.’38

The Ecologist 

 

Webb had first met Busst in the late 1940s, when the latter sent him a 

specimen of a poisonous, but reputedly medicinal, shrub for analysis.39 At the 

time, Webb was working in the Innisfail district on the Australian Phytochemical 

Survey: a search for plants with chemicals suitable for medical drugs or 

insecticides that was prompted by wartime shortages. Webb was in his mid-

twenties at this time. He had previously worked for the Queensland Government 

Botanist, C.T. White, and he had learnt how to detect plant alkaloids by taste. 

Between 1944 and 1952, he was employed by the CSIRO: he traveled from Tully 

to Cape York, testing and collecting specimens with the guidance of Aborigines, 

timber-cutters and haulers.40

                                                        
38 Len Webb, ‘Reflections of a Friend’, Judith Wright McKinney Memorial at Mount 
Tamborine, 17 August 2000, Wildlife Preservation Society of Queensland Historical 
Papers Monograph 2- Heart and Mind: WPSQ finding directions in the 60s, p. 2 
<

 Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, he also worked 

for the CSIRO in the rainforests of North Queensland and New Guinea, analyzing 

plant species for The Australian Phytochemical Survey. This survey was 

regarded by the CSIRO as an investigation of Australian flora as a natural 

http://www.wildlife.org.au/ebulletin/newsletters/wpsq_monograph_2_web.pdf>, 
retrieved 25 February 2011. 
39 Ian Frazer (2003) Conservation and Farming in North Queensland, 1861-1970, Masters 
(Research) Thesis, James Cook University, <http://www.eprints.jcu.edu.au/78>, 
retrieved 25 July 2011, p. 163: In a letter from Len Webb to Ian Frazer dated 6 
November 2002, Webb informed that the specimen was from Ochrosia elliptica, a 
tropical shrub containing alkaloids. 
40 C.C.J. Culvenor, J.A. Lamberton, and J.R. Price, ‘The Australian Phytochemical Survey: 
Historical Aspects of the CSIRO Search for New Drugs in Australian Plants’, Historical 
Records of Australian Science, Volume 9, No. 4 (1992), pp. 336-337. 

http://www.wildlife.org.au/ebulletin/newsletters/wpsq_monograph_2_web.pdf�
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resource, and it yielded several hundred new alkaloids for pharmacological 

uses.41

 

  

L.J. Webb, CSIRO division of plant industry. 42

 

 

In 1956, Webb submitted a PhD Thesis to the University of Queensland 

entitled ‘Environmental Studies in Australian Rainforests’. The Preface to this 

work explains that the approach taken during the Australian Phytochemical 

Survey was necessarily taxonomic and biochemical, but it had become obvious to 

Webb that an ecological approach was essential. Thus, in 1952 he obtained 

official CSIRO approval to undertake full-time ecological work in tropical and 

sub-tropical Australian Rainforests, being accommodated by the Botany 

department at the University of Queensland to do this. Growing out of his earlier 

botanical interest in rainforests, the ecological approach of Webb’s PhD was 

biological, and emphasized the influence of biological competition in the 
                                                        
41 Culvenor, Lamberton, and Price, ‘The Australian Phytochemical Survey’, p. 355. 
42 Photo in Culvenor, Lamberton, and Price, ‘The Australian Phytochemical Survey’, p. 
338. 
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establishment and succession of species.43 Webb undertook a reconnaissance of 

all the main areas of tropical and temperate rainforest from the Daintree River in 

North Queensland, down to the Cann River in eastern Victoria. He also made a 

detailed study of the Moreton region in south-east Queensland, and balanced his 

conclusions on this specific region against the general picture of Australian 

Rainforest distribution.  With the addition of a study of micro-habitats in Whian 

Whian state forest near Lismore in NSW, Webb’s studies were extended to 

collaborate with the Soils Division in Brisbane, and at its time, comprised the 

most complete quantitative description of forest environment ever made in 

Australia. His submitted PhD professed to be an introductory basis for future 

reference and research.44

During the northern field trips for his PhD study, Webb sometimes called 

in at Bedarra Island to visit Busst, and Busst also visited him in Brisbane on his 

trips south. They listened to recordings of Wagner on a wind-up gramophone, 

  

                                                        
43 Len Webb,‘Environmental Studies in Australian Rain Forests Parts I-V’ PhD Thesis 
submitted to the University of Queensland, March 1956, pp. i-iii, Len Webb Collection, 
Box 154, Folder 662, Griffith University: Eugenius Warming, Plantesamfund (1895), 
quoted in Donald Worster, Nature’s Economy (Cambridge University Press, 1994), pp. 
198-204: The idea of succession of species was first developed by one of the pioneers of 
ecology, Eugenius Warming. He posited that communities do not always maintain a 
steady state:  old, long established formations may abruptly disintegrate under external 
pressures. For example, if there is a decline in the amount of water or a temperature 
increase, societies must change accordingly, and aggressive opportunists treat these 
pressures as a chance to invade. The process of succession has a discernable direction in 
every habitat: it progresses towards a ‘climax’ formation or ‘final community’. That is, 
the ultimate goal of nature is nothing less than the most diverse, stable, well-balanced, 
self-perpetuating society that can be devised to meet the requirements of each habitat. 
Donald Worster, Nature’s Economy (Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 204: 
Warming’s emphasis on the communal life of organisms is described as the major thrust 
that gave ecology its early identity. As such, synecology, or a study of the social relations 
of the natural world, was ecology’s raison d’etre. Worster defines ecology as the science 
of the development of communities, that is their progress through succession to the 
climax stage. 
44 Len Webb,‘Environmental Studies in Australian Rain Forests Parts I-V’ PhD Thesis 
submitted to the University of Queensland, March 1956, pp. i-iii, Len Webb Collection, 
Box 154, Folder 662, Griffith University. 
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recited Tennyson and explored the metaphysical world in ‘a euphoric state 

induced by ethyl alcohol’.45 During his fieldwork, Webb experienced what he 

later described as a ‘cathexis’, or sense of bonding, with the Rainforest. He said 

he had been overwhelmed, without feeling claustrophobic or afraid, by this 

‘complex terrestrial ecosystem’. Something ‘radically empirical’, akin to concepts 

such as ‘soul’, ‘heart’ and ‘spirit’ had left its traces on him during his fieldwork. 

By talking with Busst and Wright, he found kindred souls with whom this feeling 

could be re-affirmed.46 Webb said that his activism grew from his fieldwork 

experience: in the 1960s, his sense of the sublime in nature, demanding to be 

defended, led him to ‘wake up one morning an adversary of the powers that 

be’.47

Across the seas, in June 1962, the International Union for the 

Conservation of Nature (IUCN) was holding its first World Conference on 

National Parks in Seattle. Here, Carleton Ray, the head of the New York Aquarium 

presented a paper on ‘Inshore Marine Conservation’. Pointing to a disturbing 

scientific ignorance of the seas, he pleaded for preserving coastal waters for 

marine ecological research. The most productive areas on earth, he said, were 

the shallow areas near the shore: the nurseries of the sea. These areas were also 

disappearing the fastest, as they were ‘flushed down the recreational drainpipe’. 

As an alternative to the current laissez faire, Ray’s solution was to manage these 

  

                                                        
45  Frazer, Conservation and Farming in Far North Queensland, 
<http://www.eprints.jcu.edu.au/78>, p. 164: Frazer interview with Webb, 7 November 
2002. 
46  Frazer, Conservation and Farming in Far North Queensland, 
<http://www.eprints.jcu.edu.au/78>, p. 164: Frazer interviews with Webb, 1 December 
2001 and 6 November 2002. 
47  Frazer, Conservation and Farming in Far North Queensland, 
<http://www.eprints.jcu.edu.au/78>, p. 165: Frazer interview with Webb, 29 June 2003. 
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areas in the same way as land and fresh waters: through the principles of 

sanctuary, management, recreation, and fish and game legislation.48

Back in Australia, by 1963 concern was raised among those in the WPSQ 

over reports of what was happening to the Great Barrier Reef. The underwater 

filmmaker, Noel Monkman, drew attention to the detrimental effects of coral 

collectors, shell collectors, and the increased interference of the tourist industry. 

Monkman proposed the idea of turning the Reef into a great underwater park, 

however his notion was too idealistic for these early days, and was generally 

spurned by Reef authorities.

  

49 At this time, the Reef was almost exclusively the 

responsibility of the Queensland government. The state government granted 

only meager funds to the Great Barrier Reef Committee (GBRC), which ran a 

small research station on Heron Island. Since 1922, the GBRC was the only 

organisation concerned specifically with the Reef. It had authoritative 

spokespeople to give advice on matters of biology and administration, however, 

there was no specific overall protection or legislation for the Great Barrier Reef. 

The GBRC advised the state government, but did so without any official status: 

the government could, and often did reject many of its recommendations. On the 

question of Marine National Parks, most of the relevant government 

departments held the view that since Reef resort proprietors looked after their 

own areas, there was no need for intervention by government.50

                                                        
48 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 347. 

 It was also 

around 1963, that the predations of the crown-of-thorns starfish, or 

49 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 19. 
50 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 19. 
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Alacanthaster planci, began to attract concern, and would soon reach plague like 

proportions in the Great Barrier Reef.51

There is little evidence at this time to suggest that the protection of the 

Reef had begun to consume the thoughts of Webb, Busst, or Wright. Wright 

concentrated on consolidating the magazine for her new conservation 

organization. Webb and Busst were continuing their collaboration in rainforest 

conservation, while Webb worked to develop and promote his ideas on ecology. 

In 1964, Webb argued for the need to reclaim forest landscapes which lay in 

‘spectacular ruins’ after centuries of misuse and neglect. He developed ‘a few 

Theses on Conservation’, that he presented at a National Parks School. Among 

these was the idea that the aesthetic, or recreational approach, and the scientific 

approach to nature conservation should be complementary, not antagonistic. 

Preservation would not be possible without proper scientific management, 

requiring both research and ‘a Biological Service’. The value of nature, that is the 

enjoyment of wilderness, went beyond sheer tourism. The public needed to 

understand this. Thus, Webb argued, ‘education is urgent’.

 

52

In the WPSQ magazine, Webb wrote about the importance of the ideas of 

Charles Darwin to ‘our cultural tradition’. He criticized the crude 

misinterpretations of the theory of evolution, which had led to the idea of the 

survival of the fittest as ‘the law of the jungle’. According to Webb, the popular 

image of the harassed city dweller, who forces his way through the asphalt jungle 

  

                                                        
51 Patricia Clare, The Struggle for the Great Barrier Reef (Sydney: Collins, 1971), p. 148. 
52 L.J.Webb, ‘Conservation and Land Use in Rainforest Areas of Eastern Australia’, Report 
on National Parks School held at University of New England, February 14-16 1964, p. 47, 
Len Webb Collection, Box 158, Folder 681, Griffith University. 
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of cut-throat competition, was one unfortunate result of these 

misinterpretations: 

In this emphasis on competition, antagonism among species and 

among individuals of the same species, one of Darwin’s fundamental 

ideas has been overlooked: the interdependence of species.53

Webb argued that by focusing on interdependence in studies of rainforest 

environments the following question could be addressed: ‘How and why is the 

forest something more than the sum of the individual trees which comprise it?’

  

54 

These ecological ideas were an important factor in the conservation work that 

Webb undertook together with John Busst. Busst helped Webb to recast the 

amorphous concept of the “jungle”, or “big scrub” into the intricate, valuable and 

endangered “tropical rainforest.”55

The ‘Practical Artist’  

 

John Busst was born in Bendigo in 1909. The son of a mining warden, he 

attended Wesley College in Melbourne, and then Melbourne University. While at 

University, Busst shared a house with his classmate and close friend from 

                                                        
53 Len Webb, ‘Learning from Wildlife: Law of the Jungle’, Wildlife, Volume 2, No.3 
(February 1965), p. 2, Len Webb Collection, Box 68, Folder 291, Griffith University. 
54 Len Webb, ‘Learning from Wildlife: Law of the Jungle’, Wildlife, Volume 2, No.3 
(February 1965), p. 4, Len Webb Collection, Box 68, Folder 291, Griffith University. 
55  Frazer, Conservation and Farming in Far North Queensland, 
<http://www.eprints.jcu.edu.au/78>, p. 168, John Busst, Address to the Rotary Club, 
Tully, 2 March 1966, Mission Beach Cassowaries, Special Insert from Mission Beach 
Bulletin No. 154, (June 2010), 
<http://www.missionbeachcassowaries.com/uploads/5/9/8/7/5987112/busst_insert_
bulletin_ 154june_10.pdf>, retrieved 25 July 2011: According to Busst it was ‘essential 
that a halt must be called to the alarming rate of what was once thought of 
contemptuously as “scrub” and now known to be rare, unique in the world rainforests, 
and essential for the purposes of medical research’. 

http://www.missionbeachcassowaries.com/uploads/5/9/8/7/5987112/busst_insert_bulletin_%20154june_10.pdf�
http://www.missionbeachcassowaries.com/uploads/5/9/8/7/5987112/busst_insert_bulletin_%20154june_10.pdf�
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college, Harold Holt.56 From Melbourne, he moved to the north around 1940, at 

roughly the age of thirty.57 Before this however, during the 1930s, he spent time 

and sweat hammering iron in the forge, while he also learnt to paint. This was 

when he helped Justus Jorgensen to build the gothic, mud-brick and stone 

architecture on the outskirts of Melbourne at Eltham, which became the 

Montsalvat artist’s colony. 58 In Webb’s later assessment, Busst was a ‘practical 

artist’, who built his own house and furniture, but who struggled to capture the 

‘thousand hues’ of the sea in his art.59 Wright described him as ‘a slender, 

enthusiastic man full of laughter, a compulsive smoker and a lover of good 

company’.60

The white house stood on its own cliff, the rainforest behind it, and in 

front the satin shine of blue water stretching away to where the reefs 

of lime lay hidden… The white walls, the dark blue posts, the long airy 

verandahs gave the house a pleasantly light look. In fact it was a 

fortress, built of brick and reinforced concrete to outlast the cyclones 

which periodically smashed through this coast. 

 Patricia Clare, a journalist who visited and stayed with Busst in the 

late 1960s, described Busst’s artistry. As she remembered:  

61

                                                        
56Queensland Government, Department of Environment and Resource Management 
Heritage Register, History of Ninney Rise and John Busst Memorial, 
<

 

http://www.epa.qld.gov.au/chims/placeDetail.html?siteId=19622>, retrieved 25 
August 2011. 
57  Frazer, Conservation and Farming in Far North Queensland, 
<http://www.eprints.jcu.edu.au/78>, p. 163.  
58 Roland, The Eye of the Beholder, p. 145, 173. 
59  Frazer, Conservation and Farming in Far North Queensland, 
<http://www.eprints.jcu.edu.au/78>, p. 173: Frazer interviewed Webb on 6 November 
2002. 
60 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 4. 
61 Clare, The Struggle for the Great Barrier Reef, p. 90. 

http://www.epa.qld.gov.au/chims/placeDetail.html?siteId=19622�
http://www.eprints.jcu.edu.au/78�
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Inside, Busst had meticulously crafted the ceiling parquetry and furniture from 

local bamboo, while the walls were decorated with his own landscapes and 

portraits. Explaining his creation to Clare, he emphasised his philosophy of hardy 

sustainability: ‘I am not interested in building anything that won’t last a 

thousand years… I build, for a thousand years.’62

It has been claimed that Busst’s environmental activism demonstrated his 

transition from being an artist interested in the aesthetics of nature, to a 

conservationist promoting ecological reasons to conserve the natural 

environment. For example, when his house at Bingil Bay was heritage listed in 

2010, the Queensland government recorded:  

  

Busst’s artistic individualism and interest in the aesthetics of nature 

and in using nature in art and architecture gradually evolved into an 

awareness of the ecological reasons for conserving the natural world, 

and in the 1960s, to environmental activism.63

Indeed, the artistic philosophies of Busst’s mentors at Montsalvat could be seen 

to lend themselves favourably to a nature revering and conservationist 

sensibility. According to Betty Roland, a writer who also stayed at Montsalvat in 

the 1930s, Busst had been an enthusiastic follower of Colin Colahan. Roland 

  

                                                        
62 Clare, The Struggle for the Great Barrier Reef, p. 90. 
63 Queensland Government, Department of Environment and Resource Management 
Heritage Register, History of Ninney Rise and John Busst Memorial, 
<http://www.epa.qld.gov.au/chims/placeDetail.html?siteId=19622>, retrieved 25 
August, 2011. 

http://www.epa.qld.gov.au/chims/placeDetail.html?siteId=19622�
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wrote that Busst modeled himself on Colahan and ‘tried to imitate his Francois 

Villon way of life’.64

 

  

Cartoon by Colin Colahan, the Bulletin, 3 January 1918. 65

 

 

Colahan was a student of the Scottish-born Australian painter Max 

Meldrum, and greatly admired and promoted Meldrum’s artistic philosophies. 

Introducing a lecture by Meldrum in 1917 he claimed, ‘the Art of Meldrum, like 

that of all great painters, is based upon an all-absorbing love of Nature- a love 

that sees the beautiful in everything in Nature. His work is a veritable credo in 

the beauty of natural truths.’ Colahan himself declared that ‘the aim, 

fundamentally, of all sane artists is simply to re-present Nature’. He reproached 

those who ‘instead of trying conscientiously to define their impressions and then 

                                                        
64 Roland, The Eye of the Beholder, p. 143. 
65  Cartoon by Colahan in Garry Kinnane, Colin Colahan: A Portrait (Melbourne: 
Melbourne University Press, 1996), p. 14: The young Colahan grew up lively and clever. 
In his early twenties he did a regular cartoon for the Bulletin magazine. These cartoons 
mainly focused on society, apolitical humour and medical jokes.  
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record them scientifically in the most direct manner, approach nature obsessed 

with conceit in their own particular technique’.66 As one art critic observed, 

Meldrum’s fundamental commitment to representational art deflected the 

influence of modernism on his artistic philosophies and those of his disciples. 67 

In Roland’s account, it was after Busst discontinued his second year of studying 

Law at Melbourne University, that he ‘drifted into the orbit of the Meldrumites’.68

 

  

‘Shadows, Landscape with Trees’ by Max Meldrum. 69

                                                        
66 Colin Colahan, Max Meldrum: His Art and Views (Melbourne: Alexander McCubbin, 
1917), p. 22. 

 

67 Kinnane, Colin Colahan, p. 6. 
68 Roland, The Eye of the Beholder, p. 144. 
69 Max Meldrum, ‘Shadows, Landscape with Trees’, Ocean to Outback: Australian 
Landscape Painting 1850-1950 The National Gallery of Australia’s 25th Anniversary 
Edition Travelling Edition, <nga.gov.au/.../Detail.cfm?IRN=47817&ViewID=2>, retrieved 
25 September 2011: Shadows, Landscape with Trees  belongs to a series of ‘tree 
paintings’ completed by Max Meldrum between 1917 and 1925. 

http://nga.gov.au/Exhibition/oceantoOutback/Detail.cfm?IRN=47817&ViewID=2�
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When Colahan left Montsalvat, Busst became very close to Jorgensen and 

‘accepted Jorgensen’s austerities as readily as he had adopted Colahan’s 

hedonism’.70 Jorgensen’s notion of rural romanticism has been likened to that of 

Tolstoy’s in his later years: it envisaged man free from exploitation, cooperating 

in all things, poor but independent, and rich in his relations with the earth. Crafts 

were expected to spring forth from this new commitment to integrity. 

Jorgensen’s vision manifested itself on the outskirts of Melbourne, at Montsalvat. 

The colony has been described as a place that offered escape from the economic 

binds of Melbourne’s status-conscious society during the blighted years of the 

Great Depression.71

 

  

The Great Hall at Montsalvat.  72

 

 

 

                                                        
70 Roland, The Eye of the Beholder, p. 143. 
71 John Olson, ‘Foreword’ in Betty Roland, The Eye of the Beholder (Sydney: Hale & 
Iremonger, 1984), p. 9. 
72 Photo in Roland, The Eye of the Beholder, p. 191. 
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At Montsalvat, Busst met Noel Wood and Mike Hall, who lived at Bedarra 

Island in the Great Barrier Reef. Bedarra was part of the same island family 

group as Dunk Island, where the famous journalist E.J. Banfield lived as a 

beachcomber in the early twentieth century.73 By 1941, Busst began to make 

visits to his friends at the Reef, and as Roland recorded at the time, appeared to 

be ‘growing restless’. Busst would return from his trips in states of ecstasy about 

the beauty of the Reef and the idyllic life of the beachcomber.74 When his father 

died, he and his sister, Phyllis Busst, used part of their large inheritance to buy 

half of Bedarra Island.75 Living there, Busst became a member of the Fauna and 

Flora Protectors Association.76 In 1956, he contributed to the North Queensland 

Naturalist’s Club magazine with an article registering an interest in Bedarra’s 

wildlife.77

The next year, Busst left the island with his wife, Alison, and settled on the 

mainland at Bingil Bay, where the rain forest setting was much the same.

  

78

                                                        
73 Roland, The Eye of the Beholder, p. 173, Michael Noonan, A Different Drummer: the 
Story of E.J. Banfield, the Beachcomber of Dunk Island (St Lucia: University of Queensland 
Press, 1983). 

 On 

the night that they moved, the Bussts made a decision that they would begin 

lobbying the Queensland Government to protect Clump Point Mountain, a 268 

meter rainforest-covered basalt peak that sat behind their new home. This 

74 Roland, The Eye of the Beholder, p. 173: Roland’s diary entry of 8 February 1941 
recorded this. 
75 Roland, The Eye of the Beholder, p. 244. 
76 John Busst letter to Innisfail Shire President, E.H. Webb on membership to Fauna and 
Flora Protector’s Association, 9 November 1965, JBC/Corr/1, 1965 General 
Conservation Issues, James Cook University, quoted in Frazer, Conservation and Farming 
in North Queensland, <http://www.eprints.jcu.edu.au/78>, p. 162.  
77 John Busst, ‘Nesting Grey Swiftlet of Bedarra Island’, the North Queensland Naturalist, 
Cairns, No. 116, 1 September, 1956 quoted in Frazer, Conservation and Farming in North 
Queensland, <http://www.eprints.jcu.edu.au/78>, p. 162.  
78 Clare, The Struggle for the Great Barrier Reef, p. 89. 
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moment has been signaled as the point when John Busst’s private stewardship 

transformed into public advocacy for the rainforests.79 When interviewed in 

2003, Webb said that there were ecological reasons for conserving the rare patch 

of coastal jungle, although he doubted that Busst had been aware of these in 

1957. What Webb did attest to was Busst’s ‘avidity for scientific-romantic ideas’ 

during the 1950s. ‘Along with others such as timber-millers and cutters, 

foresters and poets, even engineers and ordinary citizens’, Webb remembered 

himself and Busst to be ‘under the spell of wishing to share the mystery and 

sacred beauty of the rainforests.’80

In 1965, just before joining the WPSQ, Busst set up the Tropical 

Rainforest Preservation Committee. This activism was a response to the 

exploitation being carried out in the name of development and the resources 

boom. Large areas of rainforest were felled for sugar and banana cultivation and 

cattle, with subsequent wet season rain pouring topsoil out into the ocean.

  

81 

Growing ecological consciousness focused on the likelihood that pesticides, 

nutrients and phosphates were being flushed out to sea and onto the Great 

Barrier Reef, which was now, perhaps not coincidentally, under pressure from 

the crown-of-thorns starfish infestation.82

                                                        
79 Letter from Alison Busst to JCU Professor Dalton, 3 September 1979, John Busst 
Collection, JBC/Corr/14, 1968-71 Personal Correspondence, James Cook University, 
quoted in Frazer, Conservation and Farming in North Queensland, 
<http://www.eprints.jcu.edu.au/78>, p. 161. 

 By this time, Busst was aware of this 

80  Frazer, Conservation and Farming in North Queensland, 
<http://www.eprints.jcu.edu.au/78>, p. 161: Webb was interviewed by Frazer on 29 
June 2003. 
81 Clare, the Struggle for the Great Barrier Reef, p.  89. 
82 Clare, the Struggle for the Great Barrier Reef, p. 89, Bowen and Bowen, The Great 
Barrier Reef, p. 325: Dr. Robert Endean, a biologist with an interest in marine toxicity 
from the University of Queensland, was commissioned to undertake a two year survey 
with funding to employ his graduate student, Robert Pearson. By 20 April 1968 Endean 
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ecological dynamic, and believed that the survival of the Reef was inseparable 

from the survival of the unique eucalypt rainforests on the coast alongside its 

waters. 83  He used ecological, aesthetic and utilitarian arguments for the 

preservation of rainforests, and convinced his old friend, Prime Minister Holt, to 

engage Len Webb and Geoff Tracey in an undertaking of the first systematic 

vegetation survey of north Queensland’s rainforests, which took place in 1966.84 

That same year, Busst campaigned to have a tract of lowland rainforest near 

Innisfail protected from army defoliation experiments.85

The Movement 

  

According to Wright, 1966 was the year that the conservation movement 

in Australia began to gather strength. The WPSQ broadened its scope and began 

to establish more branches outside Brisbane. This included a new Innisfail 

branch under the presidency of John Busst, who was introduced to the 

organization by Len Webb. In Canberra, CSIRO zoologist Francis Ratcliffe worked 

towards the establishment of a national, commonwealth funded conservation 

                                                                                                                                                               
offered two explanations for the Crown-of-thorns starfish plague: a) It was caused by a 
breakdown of predator-prey relationships due to the poaching of the giant triton 
Charonia tritonis, or b) toxicity in Reef waters from organochlorine contaminants 
washed down with agricultural run-off from farms and cane-fields had built up in the 
planktonic food chain and begun to kill off the natural predators of starfish larvae, 
allowing the larvae to multiply extravagantly. Rachel Carson, Silent Spring (London: 
Hamish Hamilton, 1962): The influence of Rachel Carson can be seen in the emergence 
of this growing ecological consciousness. 
83 Clare, The Struggle for the Great Barrier Reef, p. 89. 
84 Letter from John Busst to Harold Holt, 30 August 1965, John Busst Collection, 
JBC/Corr/1, 1965 General Conservation Issues, James Cook University: Busst argued 
that the North’s coastal ranges represented ‘a potential goldmine of medicinal drugs’ 
and that they were important ‘from a scenic and tourist point of view’. He advocated 
setting aside sections of rainforest for use by scientists as outdoor labs.  
85 Barry Wain,‘The Bingil Bay Bastard’, the Nation, 1 May 1971, Biographical Cuttings of 
John Busst, Call No. 1803244; BIOG, National Library of Australia.  
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body, the Australian Conservation Foundation (ACF).86

Our economic standard of living rises, but our environmental 

standard of living- our access to nature and our respect for it- 

deteriorates… the long run effect will be not only to degrade the 

quality of the national life, but to weaken the foundations of national 

power.

 In February 1966, in an 

editorial for the WPSQ magazine, Wright defined conservation as ‘not only the 

preservation and protection of any natural resource from waste and misuse, but 

its wise use’. She traced the origin of conservation principles to the United States 

in the nineteenth century, and ended her piece with a quotation from the late 

President John Kennedy:  

87

Wright would later elaborate on her concept of conservation, which was to 

evolve in a more complex philosophical direction from this early call for the wise 

use of resources for patriotic purposes.  

  

Later in 1966, the WPSQ began to circulate a newsletter among its 

members. The first of these newsletters claimed that there had been a rapid 

growth of public interest in conservation over the past few years, and it also 

highlighted the WPSQ’s commitment to conservation education:  

“Conservation” and “ecology” haven’t become household words like 

atomic energy, but there is no doubt that they will, over the next few 

years. Although spectacular advances in physics have dominated (and 

                                                        
86 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 6. 
87 Judith Wright, ‘What is Conservation?’, Wildlife, Volume 3, No.2 (February 1966), p. 
33, Call No. 799.06/3, Mitchell Library. 
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terrorized) humanity over the past couple of decades, an ecological 

revolution is on the way… The aims of the WPSQ are primarily 

educational… One of the most frequent requests is for speakers or 

lecture material on conservation which is intelligible to the non-

specialist and to the “non-convinced”.  

Educational addresses by Webb and Wright were deemed appropriate activities 

to meet the influx of requests.88

At this time, the WPSQ’s new recruit, John Busst, privately took a rather 

disparaging view of this focus on education. Replying to a letter from Webb in 

November 1966, Busst criticized ‘the fuss-footing, polite ivory-towered 

vapourings’ of a document that Webb had sent him. On the subject of rainforest 

preservation, Busst wrote to Webb with an impassioned urgency: ‘Can’t I ever 

get it into your head that the need is for action, not education. It’s too bloody late 

for that’. In Busst’s view, to focus on conservation education at this stage was an 

unaffordable and impractical indulgence, when large tracts of rainforest were 

rapidly being let go for farming and military uses. He thought that to pin faith on 

the education angle at such a stage would be ‘as valueless as trying to educate 

people to preserve the “Glories of the Glacial Age”’.

  

89

                                                        
88  Wildlife Preservation Society of Queensland, Wildlife Preservation Society of 
Queensland Newsletter, No.1 (September 1966), pp.1-2, Call No. 799.06/3, Mitchell 
Library. 

 His letter reveals that Busst 

preferred a form of activism that was focused on maneuvering at the upper 

levels of government for direct action, rather than education of the wider public. 

89 Letter from John Busst to Len Webb, 12 November 1966, John Busst Collection, 
JBC/Corr/3, 1966 General Conservation Issues Correspondence, James Cook University.  
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While Busst voiced his complaints and misgivings to Webb, Judith Wright 

addressed the Kedron Park Teachers’ College in Brisbane: in November 1966 

Wright again explained ‘the new concept of conservation’. As humans were 

increasingly forced to face the consequences of their waste of irreplaceable 

resources, Wright preached that this new concept would involve a new kind of 

responsibility towards the environment: Self-discipline and self-denial would 

have to be taught and exercised in order to make way for the consideration of 

the needs of non-human beings. Elaborating on the new concept, Wright 

revealed her commitment to human sentiment:  

It must be obvious, that in changing our attitude to nature from one of 

exploitation to one of respect and understanding, we have at least the 

chance of recognizing that the same principles must be applied in our 

personal relationships as well.90

Referring to the newly revived idea of ‘the Spaceship Earth’, Wright 

characterized her environmental activism as something concerned with the 

consequences of environmental destruction for the human mind itself:  

  

We have a responsibility for seeing that the spaceship does not 

become… so polluted by our waste products, so unvaried by other 

existences than those of human beings… that we all develop mental 

illnesses and die of mutual hatred, boredom and distaste.91

                                                        
90 Judith Wright, ‘Wildlife Conservation and the Teacher’, Wildlife Preservation Society of 
Queensland Newsletter, No. 4, November 1966, Call No. 799.06/3, Mitchell Library. 

  

91 Judith Wright, ‘Wildlife Conservation and the Teacher’ in Wildlife Preservation Society 
of Queensland Newsletter, No. 4, November 1966, Call No. 799.06/3, Mitchell Library: 
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Thus, Wright’s activism quickly developed to include an additional dimension to 

the concept of conservation, as something necessary for the psychological health 

of all humanity. Already, Wright had broadened from her initial argument that 

tied conservation closely to ideas about the need for national power, and her 

broadened humanistic concept of conservation would develop further in the 

years to follow.  

In 1966, A.J. Marshall published The Great Extermination: A Guide to 

Anglo-Australian Cupidity, Wickedness and Waste. It retold the history of the 

destruction of Australian flora and fauna. This book has been described as a 

landmark book for Australia in its time, simply because so few scientists were 

prepared to publicly acknowledge environmental destruction in the postwar 

period.92

                                                                                                                                                               
Environmental Quality in a Growing Economy, (Baltimore: Published for Resources for 
the Future by the Johns Hopkins Press, 1966), pp. 3-14: In 1966 

 Len Webb contributed the chapter, ‘the Rape of the Forests’ to this 

anthology. He argued that the white settlement of Australia had thus far been an 

ecological catastrophe that disturbed the delicate balance between humans and 

the environment previously maintained by a relatively small population of 

Aborigines. Webb maintained that a grateful and affectionate respect for the land 

Kenneth E. Boulding 
used the phrase ‘Spaceship Earth’ in the title of an essay, ‘The Economics of the Coming 
Spaceship Earth’. Boulding described the past open economy of apparently illimitable 
resources, which he said he was tempted to call the "cowboy economy". Conversely, ‘The 
closed economy of the future might similarly be called the “spaceman” economy, in 
which the earth has become a single spaceship, without unlimited reservoirs of 
anything, either for extraction or for pollution, and in which, therefore, man must find 
his place in a cyclical ecological system’.  
92 Connors and Hutton, A History of the Australian Environmental Movement, p. 97. 
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was a mark of a civilized culture, and something that Aborigines had developed 

more strongly than their European dispossessors.93

Building on this several years later, Webb published an article that 

presented a study of plants used by Aborigines for medicinal, cultural, food and 

recreational purposes. He wrote about a new interest in studying the ecological 

relationships of Aborigines, and saw this as ‘an attempt to come to terms with 

nature’. By the 1970s, Webb saw the study of Aboriginal relationships with the 

environment as a way for people to achieve ‘self-realisation in an artificial 

environment out of tune with biological and psychic history.’ 

  

94

 In the late sixties, he defined the concept of conservation as ‘positive in 

outlook and technique, and inseparable from the continued productivity of the 

land’. For Webb at this time, conservation should focus on soil conservation, 

wildlife preservation, and setting up national parks. If Australia was to join the 

civilized world, Webb argued, Australian forestry would have to cease directing 

its energies solely towards production. Conservation would have to become a 

‘system of rational exploitation, renovation, and protection of natural resources 

in their entirety’. The ‘genuine nature lover’ needed education to be able to 

recognize land abuse, and thence participate in conservation by reshaping 

landscapes into something beautiful and useful.
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In June 1967, the WPSQ Newsletter published an address that Webb had 

given to a group of students at a teachers’ college the year before. Tracing 

conservation back to its origins in the United States, where the catch-cry of ‘wise 

use’ first took hold among hard-headed, utilitarian businessmen, Webb argued 

that ‘wise use’ and conservation had now taken on a different, less easily fixed 

meaning:  

Let us now admit that “wise use” is an airy-fairy phrase. It can mean 

nothing more or less than the application of ecological principles, and 

ecology as a science has only got under way during this generation.96

Webb predicted that a certain future awaited ecology: it would become one of 

the basic sciences, reversing the dominance of physics, chemistry and 

technology, which were destined to become its hand-maidens.

  

97 He described 

ecology as ‘the science of relations between living things and the landscape’, and 

something dealing with ‘what is popularly called the balance of nature’. Again 

referring to the white settlers’ destruction of the equilibrium maintained by 

Aborigines in Australia, Webb urged a wider understanding that organisms are 

not isolated and unrelated parts, but rather exist in organized ecological 

communities. 98
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For Webb, the varying types and definitions of conservation all pointed to 

an overarching concern that people were risking the ruination of the 

environment’s capacity to physically and spiritually fulfill human needs. Thus, 

conservation was about figuring out how to use the environment to satisfy 

physical and emotional needs, without ruining the environment’s capacity to do 

so. This he termed ‘the care of the human habitat’, which would involve the two 

interdependent components of production and protection. To sustain high yield 

production indefinitely, the protection and preservation of a variety of species, 

rather than mono-cultural production, would be needed to maintain stability. To 

preserve ‘living landscapes’, including primitive landscapes, would be to 

recognize their non-utilitarian values, be they physiological, social, scientific, or 

aesthetic. According to Webb, these values remained despite modernity: the 

human need for contact with natural surroundings away from cities and 

industrial development would remain deep, and preservation had to address this 

need.99

While Webb developed his philosophical commitment as an ecologist, the 

Littoral Society of Queensland was coming together at the University of 

Queensland. This Society was an organisation comprised mostly of young 

students interested in marine biology. They were skin divers, amateur 

naturalists, and scientists whose stated aim was to assist marine research and 

foster general public awareness of the need for marine conservation. Having 

acquired knowledge about the problems of water pollution, they took up the idea 
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of ‘Marine National Parks’.100 Their knowledge and youthful enthusiasm soon 

caught the eye of Judith Wright, who made contact with them to suggest that 

they collaborate. As she later wrote, it would not be long before all this new 

human equipment would be put to its first big test.101 This collaboration seemed 

to highlight the fragmentation in the conservation movement. As Wright pointed 

out, by demanding action and seeking publicity, those in the WPSQ were 

considered hotheads by elder groups with fixed policies and a primary interest 

in naturalist study. With a general lack of support from well-established 

scientists at the University of Queensland, the WPSQ welcomed the help and 

expertise of these younger marine scientists.102

The WPSQ Newsletter provided a vehicle for the young Littoral Society to 

publicise its work, and in June 1967, its members contributed an article entitled 

‘Marine Conservation and Underwater Parks’. This focused on the gradual 

acceptance of the idea of Marine National Parks taking place in other parts of the 

world. Florida was highlighted as an example of a place where reef areas had 

been declared parks, leading to both the protection of marine species and an 

increased visitor attraction. The few small parts of the Great Barrier Reef that 

had been declared protected areas, had registered a similar boom in popularity 

with visitors. They saw this as a clear demonstration of the value that protected 

areas could have to the general public. They also expressed a strong concern 

about the polluting effects of coastal land development, and the dangerous 

impact of fertilizers on water quality and marine life extending into off-shore 
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areas. While the U.S was already experiencing such degradation, Australia, they 

argued, was in an ‘enviable position’ and had the chance to learn from the 

mistakes already made in countries with heavier industry and larger 

populations. The Society demanded immediate positive action to attend to the 

situation. This would involve the presentation of a ‘united front’, and a concerted 

drive to bring matters of conservation to public and government attention.103

Poetry was a common thread unifying the artist, the ecologist, and the 

poet. Morality, aesthetics, and the effects of the environment on the human mind 

were central to the first conceptualizations of conservation. Although it was an 

underdeveloped science, there was a confident prediction that ecology would be 

taken up successfully and widely by society in the near future. There was minor 

disagreement on how this could be done, however the beginnings of a 

consilience across disciplines was already evident in the birthing stages of the 

movement, as the ideas of ecological interdependence overlapped with moral 

and aesthetic reasons for protecting, and preserving the environment, including 

the marine environment.   
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Chapter II 

Confluence 

Ellison Reef 

In mid-1967 the Innisfail branch of the WPSQ contacted their head office 

in Brisbane urgently. The branch president John Busst, had discovered a 

limestone-mining application registered in his local paper. The application, 

which proposed to remove coral from Ellison Reef, offshore from Innisfail, was 

advertised for objection. Only a short time before, the Littoral Society’s article on 

marine conservation, with its special reference to Queensland’s responsibility for 

the Great Barrier Reef, had highlighted ‘the diversity of forms pollution can 

assume’. They had pointed out that pollution could vary from sediment stirred 

up in mining operations to radioactive fallout.104 It seems likely that this article 

had also caught the eye of Busst, and heightened his awareness of the dangers to 

the Reef.105

Late in September 1967, Busst stood up before the Innisfail mining 

warden, ready to defend the preservation of the Reef from mining, with the 

support of marine science books that he had marked up for quoting. The case he 

had planned would rely on the argument that an ‘island logic’, as was practiced 

on National land Reserves, could not be applied to the Great Barrier Reef. 

Although little was known about the complex movements of currents within the 
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Great Barrier Reef, it was known that these currents carried the offspring of 

plants and animals across its great expanse. He argued therefore, that one area 

could not be isolated and destroyed without affecting the other areas of the Reef 

as well. Bill Hall, a local naturalist with vast knowledge of marine biology, but no 

academic qualifications, accompanied him. Busst had also obtained written 

testimonies from biological sciences Professors from the University of New 

South Wales, and the University of Sydney. However, the GBRC had refused him 

support. ‘We have no information at present which would suggest that the 

Ellison Reef under consideration is significant biologically,’ they had written in 

reply. Since 1927, the GBRC had been consistently devising an overall plan for 

conservation measures to ‘control exploitation’ of the Reef area, rather than to 

prevent it.106

It appears that the portion of the reef known as Ellison reef… is dead 

and in consequence exploitation would not endanger living coral. In 

view of this, the University would not oppose the granting of the lease. 

Were the application to be made for mining of living coral, the matter 

would receive special consideration.

 Busst received another response from scientists based at the 

University of Queensland: 

107

With his initial challenge that the Queensland Government had no 

jurisdiction over the Reef dismissed by the Court, Busst went on to quote from 

his books, but this attempt too was thwarted. His written evidence was deemed 

impermissible. Needing more time, and more allies, Busst was fortunate to 

secure an adjournment, and he quickly turned to the south for help from the 
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burgeoning conservationist movement.108 Busst’s longtime friend, Harold Holt, 

was another obvious person to turn to for help with the case. Holt was no 

stranger to the Reef. On frequent visits to Bingil Bay, he loved to skin dive in its 

waters, and he knew how to catch crayfish with his bare hands.109 After days of 

following Holt around Canberra, Busst was eventually able to get the ear of the 

very busy Prime Minister while they were on a plane to Melbourne. As this was a 

States rights matter, and thus a delicate one, Holt promised that he would work 

behind the scenes to give Busst what assistance he needed. Holt personally 

promised that if Busst lost the case, or the Queensland government threatened to 

endanger the Reef, the Federal government would take over the Great Barrier 

Reef.110

Writing to Webb shortly after the adjournment, Busst signaled his 

intention to also call on the marine biologist and ACF Director Dr. Don 

McMichael. His letter once more revealed Busst’s impassioned motivation: ‘We 

have thought, lived, felt, slept with and practically eaten the Barrier Reef for the 

past nine weeks…My Irish fighting blood is up!’ While Busst previously 

expressed exasperation with Webb’s focus on conservation education, this letter 

from the time of the Ellison case reveals that Busst nevertheless respected Webb 

as the more professional conservationist, from whom he could learn a few things. 

Urging Webb to return quickly to Australia from his trip around Europe, and 
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anticipating many hours of discussion with him on the Reef issue, Busst 

attributed his conservationist involvement to their friendship: ‘You got me into 

all this, you bastard- and I’m enjoying every moment of it…!’ He signed the letter 

as ‘The Enraged Amateur’.111

Apart from McMichael, no expert witnesses could be called upon to 

support the case against mining. As before, experts from the University of 

Queensland, and the affiliated GBRC were not disposed to help.

  

112 However, the 

Littoral Society had mentioned that they had a keen scuba-diving group, which 

was conducting underwater counts of fish populations in southern 

Queensland.113 Thus working closely with the Littoral Society, a plan was formed 

to carry out a dive on Ellison Reef to count species and collect independent 

evidence. The financial costs to the various organizations were to be greatly 

minimized, due to Busst’s personal contacts and persuasive ability. Busst 

secured free transport and film supplies for the Littoral Society members and 

their equipment, and his house at Bingil Bay was to accommodate the divers and 

operate as a headquarters during the scuba expedition. In court, The Littoral 

Society presented their evidence alongside that of McMichael and Busst 

himself.114

By a happy chance, McMichael had already done a survey of Ellison Reef 

in 1965. On this dive he found a rare species of the Cymbiolacca shell, which had 
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never been located anywhere else. His view was that this made Ellison Reef a 

reef of great scientific interest, and that for this reason, it should not be 

disturbed by mining. McMichael accompanied a member of the Queensland 

Littoral Society on a dive of Ellison Reef, and after examining it, concluded that it 

was, in fact, as much a living coral reef as any other reef he had examined. He 

pointed out that any coral reef consists of living and dead material, with 

interspersed patches of coral sand and detritus providing a home for a wide 

diversity of marine organisms. McMichael argued that the removal of sand, and 

upheaval of fine silt that would result from mining, would be a danger to the 

marine animal life of the Reef.115

 

 

A shell of the Frazer Island volute, Cymbiolacca pulchra frazerensis, also 

belonging to the Cymbiolacca genus . 116
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Edward Hegerl, a young twenty-three year old originally from Florida, 

represented the Littoral Society, and presented the evidence gathered from their 

diving survey. He relayed to the court the large number and variety of marine 

species that had been counted. Their argument was that mining would disrupt 

one of the major food chains of commercial and tourist importance, as some of 

the species of fish living on Ellison Reef were a main source of food for cods and 

gropers in the deeper outer reef.117 Wright saw this rallying of evidence as 

possibly as important as the blaze of public interest that had been created by the 

time the case closed. Before the second hearing, the WPSQ approached reporter 

Barry Wain from The Australian newspaper, and he joined the diving expedition 

to collect evidence. Wain then followed the Ellison case to court in Innisfail, 

where it received attention from The Australian as well as other newspapers.118

By this time, it was rumoured that the Reef was endangered by numerous 

applications for oil prospecting, with the Swain Reefs west of Heron Island 

already being drilled under a permit granted by the Queensland government.

 

119
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Dr. Robert Endean was chairman of the GBRC, and had formerly been a member 

of the WPSQ who advised on pressing for turtle protection. However, as the 

Ellison controversy unfolded, the GBRC’s commitment to ‘controlled 

exploitation’ naturally led its chairman to withdraw his official support for the 

WPSQ. Nonetheless, in private, Endean did reveal to his former allies the extent 

of oil drilling permits. This was fortunate as the details of these permits had not 

been published, and very few people outside the state government or the 

118 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 13. 
119 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 8. 
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petroleum industry knew the extent of what was actually proposed.120 Off-shore 

oil drilling applications were not advertised for objection as limestone mining 

applications were, making the Ellison case a potentially crucial test case for the 

conservationists. As Wright pointed out, the Ellison case offered an opportunity 

to get scientists to testify to the general dangers to, and vulnerability of the 

Reef.121 It was also an important way for the WPSQ to attract publicity, and 

establish a precedent against mining.122

Round Two  

 

With the mining warden in the Ellison Reef case eventually, and 

reluctantly recommending against limestone mining in that part of the Reef, the 

Queensland Mines Minister, Ronald Camm, decided against the proposal in May 

1968. However, he qualified his decision by saying that the position could be 

reviewed ‘if overwhelming evidence is produced to suggest that there could be 

some limited exploitation that would not adversely affect the Reef in any way’. 123
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Thus while the first round of the struggle came down on the side of the 

conservationists, more conflict was to ensue. The issue of sovereignty and 

legislation over Reef waters remained unresolved, and the revelation of 

extensive oil drilling permits in the Reef made the Ellison case look like a mere 

drop in the ocean. In December 1967, Prime Minister Harold Holt disappeared 

while swimming in wild surf in Victoria’s Port Phillip Bay, and his body was 

121 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 8. 
122 Wright, The Coral Battleground, pp. 13-14. 
123 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 328. 
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never recovered.124

Shortly after this Busst wrote to Webb, who had now returned from 

Europe. Busst was eager to hear Webb’s full report on his trip and anticipated 

‘with relish… a furious conversation into the dawn’. He confided to Webb that he 

was overwhelmed and confronted by the tragic death of his friend Harry Holt, 

and with ‘round two of the battle’ for the Reef. Busst, ‘the amateur’, wrote of his 

bold plan to join the GBRC, due to his fear that with Dr. Endean as president, the 

Reef would be ‘sold down the drain’. He also revealed to Webb that he was 

working ‘behind the scenes’, on a magnificent scheme for a Holt Memorial 

National and Marine Park in every state.

 The Reef was unprotected either by legislation, or by the 

Prime Minister’s personal promise to his friend, John Busst. 

125

The details of this scheme can be seen in the letter that Busst drafted to 

the American President Lyndon B. Johnson a month after this letter to Webb, 

putting forth proposals for the Memorial. Presumably, this was in the hope that 

Johnson would urge the new Australian Prime Minister to take up the scheme. 

Busst proposed that the Point Nepean, Portsea area in Victoria, where Holt had 

tragically disappeared, be declared a National Memorial Park, Australia’s first 

National Marine Park. Following from this, it was proposed that more National 

Parks and National Marine Parks, fronting onto each other where possible, 

should then be declared in each state. Busst’s argument for the scheme rested on 

his claim that only a week before his death, Holt himself had expressed this idea 
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for conservation of ‘unique wilderness areas’, with particular emphasis on the 

Great Barrier Reef.126

Busst’s proposed scheme also revealed that Busst, the activist, had begun 

to look upon the idea of conservation education in a more positive light. The 

fourth point of his scheme was that public donations should fund travel for 

visiting overseas scientists as well as ‘conservation scholarships’ at universities 

in each Australian state.

  

127

In 1968, the GBRC put forward proposals for a state-funded biological 

survey of the Reef. The Queensland government’s response was negative, 

doubtless because of a fear that a biological survey would reach unfavourable 

conclusions with regards to their exploitation plans. Instead, Queensland 

commissioned an overseas geologist with no qualifications in biology, Harry 

Ladd. He was asked to carry out a brief, month-long survey of the Reef, and 

recommend on its exploitation. When the report came out later in the year, it 

 This new promotion of education could have been a 

result of Busst’s recent experience of working closely with the young students in 

the Littoral Society during the Ellison Reef case. It could also have been due to 

the influence of Webb. Busst’s promotion of funding education, through research 

facilities, became a key feature in his conservationist philosophy and proposals 

from this point onward. 
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provided justification for both limestone mining and oil drilling.128 At the same 

time, Dr. Endean’s report on the threat posed by the crown-of-thorns starfish 

was met with studied inaction by the state government. Endean’s 

recommendation that diving teams should immediately collect and destroy the 

species to curb its spreading, and that triton shell collecting should be 

prohibited, was probably considered overly expensive. 129 Yet, despite this 

disillusioning behaviour by the Queensland government, the GBRC took no overt 

stand against mining or drilling of the Reef. When questioned about his stand in 

the late 1960s, Endean was unswerving in his conviction that the Reef should be 

exploited, and that exploitation was inevitable. He believed that most of the 

growing population was more in favour of maintaining a way of life based on the 

consumption of oil, than of conservation. He regarded certain ‘disagreeable 

aspects of the age’ as unchangeably ‘a sign of the times’.130

Judith Wright later recalled the clarity she felt at this time. If the scientists 

who pointed to human-caused interference with the ecology as the probable 

cause of the starfish plague were right, then further interference would definitely 

be perilous. And, if the scientists were not willing to oppose the foreseeable 

destruction of the Reef by the oil industry, then the task had to fall to herself and 

her allies.

  

131
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 In an article written for the January 1968 issue of Quadrant, Wright 

denounced the way that questions of meaning and value were being omitted 

from scientific investigations of, and dealings with the natural world. The power 
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given to humans by the scientific investigation of nature was, she argued, 

necessarily and inevitably a moral question. She linked the failure to see this to 

flawed logic, including: 

the wholly illegitimate inference that, since the scientist has excluded, 

and has not needed any concern with the ideas of value and meaning 

in his laboratory, those ideas are also beside the point, or in extreme 

views non-existent, outside it as well.132

It is not hard to imagine Wright having Endean in mind, as she wrote 

disparagingly of such a philosophy and its resultant destructiveness and despair. 

As she wrote, ‘the exclusion of the concepts of meaning and value from scientific 

inquiry on the microcosmic level is to be seen also on the human level… in 

philosophy.’

 

133 This, she believed, would threaten the foundations of both the 

human and natural world. Therefore, she concluded, conservation would not 

only be about reaching a new attitude of responsibility, but about seeing this as 

possible and desirable. Conservation was the great chance for poetry, and the 

bridging of the gap between the arts and sciences, she wrote. A new kind of 

creative relationship would be needed, which would involve people seeing 

themselves ‘as a co-operative source of value and meaning’, with the desire and 

ability to turn the world into a valuable and meaningful place.134
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conservationist rallying call was not only being presented to science, but also to 

poetry and art. As Webb later queried:  

If science is to be challenged, why not art? Is art failing to provide man 

with ‘a life substitute’? ... Isn’t it relevant to our environmental problem 

that the artist desires a world “which makes sense”, desires self-

fulfillment, liberation? 135

Having returned from his overseas sabbatical in Europe, Webb circulated 

his evolving views. He began significantly by restating his commitment to the 

consideration of aesthetic values in the practice of science.

 

136 Like Wright, he 

raised the importance of the question of morality, pointing to a recent strike of 

research scientists in the US. Webb applauded these scientists for coming out 

against science’s overemphasis on military technology and biological and 

chemical warfare. As he saw it, these strikers were not afraid to make value 

judgments about the importance of natural beauty in the scientific endeavor.137

Of all the countries he visited in Europe, Webb observed Czechoslovakian 

legislation and practice towards nature conservation to be the most advanced. 

He attributed this to the fact that nature conservation in Czechoslovakia was 

administered by the Ministry of Education and Culture, rather than Forestry or 

Mines Departments with their obvious interests in exploitation. In comparison, 

  

                                                        
135 Len Webb, Comment in ‘Education and the Environmental Crisis’, Reports of the 
Australian Academy of Science Number 13, (December 1970), p. 53, Len Webb Collection, 
Popular Ecological Publications, Box 68, Folder 302, Griffith University.  
136 Len Webb, ‘Conservation for Man, Conservation of Man’, Queensland Peace and 
Disarmament Committee Discussion Bulletin No.1, 1968, p. 5, Len Webb Collection, 
Popular Ecological Publications, Box 68, Folder 258, Griffith University. 
137 Len Webb, ‘Conservation for Man, Conservation of Man’, Queensland Peace and 
Disarmament Committee Discussion Bulletin No.1, 1968, pp. 10-11, Len Webb Collection, 
Popular Ecological Publications, Box 68, Folder 258, Griffith University. 
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Australia had a long way to go with developing a conservation ethic, Webb 

thought. He wrote of an Australian inferiority complex, and cultural cringe 

towards its own natural environment.138 Indeed others have written about a 

postwar feeling of backwardness and isolation in Australia, where a desire for 

more industry and an increased flow of consumer goods sprang from 

unfavourable comparisons with the US. Wide public support for oil exploration 

could be seen as an aspect of the widely accepted, enthusiastic program to 

develop the nation, with cheap, abundant oil representing the good life and the 

future. 139 On the other hand, conservationists such as Webb and Wright 

perceived Australia’s young history and seeming lack of cultural heritage as key 

reasons to preserve primitive natural landscapes, as cultural heritage existing 

within the natural environment.140

 Webb criticized Australia’s lack of a national policy of conservation. 

States’ control of land, forests, water and wildlife meant ‘fragmentation, lack of 

 

                                                        
138 Len Webb, ‘Conservation for Man, Conservation of Man’, Queensland Peace and 
Disarmament Committee Discussion Bulletin No.1, 1968, p. 6, Len Webb Collection, 
Popular Ecological Publications, Box 68, Folder 258, Griffith University. 
139 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 318. 
140 Wright, The Coral Battleground p. 109: Wright recalled the perception of Australian 
cultural heritage that she had upon her return from India in 1970: ‘Australia unlike 
India, had produced no religion, no philosophy, little art of its own. Its history was a rage 
of purely material exploitation; its treatment of its Aboriginal precursors was at least as 
bad as India’s treatment of its lowest outcasts. We thought ourselves rational, educated, 
enlightened; we had the benefit of almost every advantage of the twentieth century. Yet 
we looked likely to destroy our own country in far less time than Indian cultures had 
taken to reach their own point of poverty, land exhaustion and over-population. And in 
doing so, we would have contributed far less to the world than India had done’. Len 
Webb, ‘Notes for an Address to the Students at Kedron Park Teachers’ College’, Wildlife 
Preservation Society of Queensland Newsletter, No.7 (June 1967), p. 6, Call No. 799.06/3, 
Mitchell Library: Webb recommended the preservation of primitive landscapes, Len 
Webb, ‘Conservation for Man, Conservation of Man’, Queensland Peace and Disarmament 
Committee Discussion Bulletin, No.1, 1968, p. 6, Len Webb Collection, Box 68, Folder 258, 
Griffith University: Arguing for the need to develop a conservation ethic in Australia, 
Webb quoted Judith Wright: “A pink plastic gladdie is a far lovelier sight to most of us 
than a clump of mallee or even a waratah”. 
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cooperation, and the continuing subsidy of vandalism in the use of our natural 

resources’, he argued.141 John Busst adopted this argument against states control 

as he began to campaign publicly for the Reef. For Busst, the protection of the 

Great Barrier Reef was ‘a matter of international concern, and too important to 

be made a political football, or subject to parochial state interests’.142

John Gorton assumed office as Prime Minister of Australia on 9 January 

1968. While major changes were occurring in parliamentary attitudes to 

conservation at both state and federal levels, Gorton would experience a few 

very tumultuous years in power. Throughout 1968, for example, the plight of the 

Great Barrier Reef was continually raised in the federal parliament, as concerns 

persisted over Japanese and Taiwanese fishing in Reef waters. Queensland 

Opposition members raised such issues as overseas fishing, undefined 

ownership, the crown-of-thorns starfish, and exploitation for oil, hammering the 

theme of government apathy and neglect of the Reef.

  

143 In July 1968, when the 

Leader of the Federal Labor Opposition, Gough Whitlam holidayed in Cairns, 

Busst arranged to have an interview with him. He also targeted the new Prime 

Minister, who happened to be on Dunk Island at the time, not far from Busst’s old 

home, Bedarra.144

                                                        
141 Len Webb, ‘Conservation for Man, Conservation of Man’, Queensland Peace and 
Disarmament Committee Discussion Bulletin No.1, 1968, p.2, Len Webb Collection, 
Popular Ecological Publications, Box 68, Folder 258, Griffith University.  

  

142 Letter from John Busst to Barry Wain, 30 August 1968, John Busst Correspondence, 
JBC/Corr/8, 1968 Great Barrier Reef Correspondence, James Cook University: Busst 
mentions his interviews with the Prime Minister Gorton, and the Opposition Leader 
Whitlam, and what he stated to them. 
143 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 329. 
144 Wright, The Coral Battleground, pp. 30-31. 
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By this time, Busst had acquired a new ally: the Professor of Zoology at 

the University College in Townsville, Cyril Burdon-Jones. Burdon-Jones’ opinion 

was that investigations of marine biology would be important work in the 

coming exploitation of oceans for food and resources. 145 At the start of 

September 1968, Busst wrote to Barry Wain from The Australian, urging him to 

get in touch with Burdon-Jones. The Ladd Report had just been made public by 

the Queensland Cabinet. While Endean publicly endorsed Ladd’s 

recommendations on ABC TV, Burdon-Jones had described the Report to Busst 

as ‘scientific nonsense’. Busst wanted publicity for the expert views of his new-

found ally. He wrote to Barry Wain, ‘As you may have noted, the Battle is now 

really on’.146

 

 

 

                                                        
145 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p.31. 
146 Letter from John Busst to Barry Wain, 3 September 1968, John Busst Collection, 
JBC/Corr/8, 1968 Great Barrier Reef Correspondence, James Cook University. 
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Cartoon by Aubrey Collette for The Australian circa September 1968. 147

 

 

The letter that Busst wrote to The Australian late in August 1968, that 

opened this thesis, therefore marked the beginning of a wider campaign to save 

the Great Barrier Reef. To halt exploitation, Busst urged that the Commonwealth 

Government immediately claim ownership of the Reef, and argue about it in 

international law afterwards. This was not all he demanded. In his letter, Busst 

made further requests for Reef research: he urged that the Commonwealth set 

up a guardian commission linked to the Australian Academy of Sciences, arguing 

that this commission should be given powers to seek out and employ eminent 

international scientists. He lobbied for an immediate moratorium against any 

                                                        
147 Aubrey Collette, ‘Landscape in Oils’, circa September 1968, John Busst Collection, 
JBC/Corr/8, 1968 Great Barrier Reef Correspondence, James Cook University: It is likely 
that this cartoon resulted from a request made by John Busst to Barry Wain from The 
Australian Newspaper. In a letter dated 3 September 1968, Busst wrote to Wain asking 
him to persuade either Bruce Petty or Aubrey Collette to do a cartoon on the matter of 
‘the Battle’ for the Great Barrier Reef, John Busst Collection, JBC/Corr/8, 1968 Great 
Barrier Reef Correspondence, James Cook University. 
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kind of mining on the Reef, until a full marine scientific investigation produced 

its recommendations. Rome would not be built in a day: Busst estimated that the 

necessary Marine Sciences School at Townsville would not be established in any 

less than five years, and an investigation with basic conclusions would itself take 

five years. His final suggestion was that a Research Centre for Tropical Marine 

Science be established at the University College in Townsville, which was already 

in convenient strategic proximity to the Reef. ‘Full financial support for this plan 

is already on the drawing boards’, Busst wrote.148 Indeed, he had already 

appealed to Gorton for all these things while he was on Dunk Island.149 Both 

Burdon-Jones and Busst had approached Gorton with the proposal that the Reef 

be protected as a scientific laboratory of the world.150

Thanks largely to Busst, the Reef began to occupy a large place in the 

minds of those in Canberra. However, the prospect of oilrigs and stirred up 

sediment clouding its beautiful thousand-hued waters remained frighteningly 

real, and this occupied a large place in Busst’s thoughts and activities. He 

continued to lobby politically for the Reef’s protection, and to seek out scientific 

information that might support his cause. In October 1968, Busst pushed further 

at the Commonwealth level, presenting a motion at the annual general meeting 

of the ACF. This presented the same suggestions again: a Commonwealth claim of 

ownership and control, an immediate moratorium on mining, and a full scientific 

investigation under a new scientific commission with guardianship over the 

  

                                                        
148 Letter from John Busst to the Editor of The Australian Newspaper in Sydney, Friday 
30 August 1968, MS 5781, Box 17, Folder 121, National Library of Australia.  
149 Letter from John Busst to Federal Opposition Leader Gough Whitlam, 27 August 
1968, John Busst Collection, JBC/Corr/16, 1968-70 Correspondence with Prime 
Minister’s Department, James Cook University: Busst outlined the details of his meeting 
and discussion with Prime Minister Gorton while he was on Dunk Island. 
150 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 41. 



57 

Reef. Despite fears about the ACF’s timidity and desire to appear impartial, the 

motion passed. This happened amidst foretelling misgivings expressed by the 

ACF about ‘the delicate political and legal relationships between the 

Commonwealth and the states as to administrative control’.151

A month later, the Federal government passed legislation to secure 

Australian control over the extraction of sedentary species whose habitat was 

confined to the seabed.

  

152  However, this was not a move to declare 

Commonwealth sovereignty. It was a declaration of Australian ownership to 

prevent the laissez-faire removal, especially by foreign fishing vessels, of 

resources from the Great Barrier Reef and the continental shelf.153

 Around the same time, Busst received a letter of reply from the Institute 

of Marine Sciences at the University of Miami. Busst had sought expert advice on 

the issue of Ladd’s recommendation to mine ‘dead coral rubble’ from the Reef. 

The Assistant Professor wrote back, confirming Busst’s position: ‘the 

maintenance of a “live reef” fauna depends upon proximity of grass beds and 

“dead reef” areas’.

 While the 

Commonwealth stated that it was considering more legislation to deal with the 

resources of the Reef, in the meantime there would be no moratorium on mining 

or any absolute claim of Commonwealth control. 

154

                                                        
151 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 331. 

  Thus by the time 1968 drew to a close, Busst had actively 

grabbed the Battle by the horns. His public stand on ‘the so-called “dead reef”’ 

152 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 330: The legislation was the Continental 
Shelf (Living and Natural Resources) Act, No. 149. 
153 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 330. 
154 Letter from Assistant Professor in Marine Sciences at the University of Miami, Lowell 
P. Thomas, to John Busst, 23 November 1968, John Busst Collection, JBC/Corres/8, Great 
Barrier Reef Correspondence, James Cook University. 
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was now not only confirmed by experts in Australia, but also by reputable 

marine scientists in the US. Busst equipped himself with the expert opinions of 

marine biologists, and refused to see conservation as the ideological preserve of 

either the left or right of politics. He continued to lobby Holt’s successor, as well 

as the leader of the Labor Opposition, thus adding more pressure on the 

government to take action on the Reef.   

The defense of Ellison Reef by John Busst and his supporters was to see 

the confluence of the ideas of the trio, Webb, Busst and Wright. They united to 

share their respective ideas on conservation with each other, and to devise 

strategies on how to achieve political outcomes in favour of protecting the Reef 

from mining interests. It was the Ellison Reef case, and the revelation of the 

Queensland government’s larger plans to drill the Reef for oil, that drew all three 

into a philosophical journey where their thoughts and ideas on conservation, the 

roles of education, art, science and the layperson began to merge and unfold.  
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Chapter III 

Broadening and Deepening 

Warnings from Abroad 

 The conservationists had used the methods of marine science to argue 

that the Reef was not dead, and that it was a breeding ground for fish and other 

marine life. The methods gleaned from ecology were deployed to argue of the 

danger to a whole ecosystem through the destruction of a part. However, the 

methods of these sciences could not yet forecast the damage that oil drilling 

would inflict on the Great Barrier Reef. Two accidents overseas provided the 

empirical evidence to strengthen the conservationists’ arguments, and to garner 

public and political support to stop drilling of the Great Barrier Reef.  

 Continuing to work to bridge the ideological divide, in mid-January 1969, 

Busst wrote to Labor Opposition Leader Gough Whitlam. Busst sought 

information about a Bill concerning the Reef that was before the Federal 

Parliament, but which hadn’t yet passed, and he gave Whitlam information about 

oil drilling, asking that the matters be raised in parliament before the Bill passed. 

Busst warned of the highly inevitable and disastrous consequences of rig 

blowouts, and oil spills. With reference to the 1967 Torrey Canyon oil tanker 

disaster in England, he highlighted the ineffective destructiveness of current 

clean-up methods that relied on detergents. He also pointed out that current 

legislation did not offer any way for state or federal governments to order an oil 

company to cease its operations, even after an oil spill did occur. Thus, in law, an 

oil company could continue to operate destructively after an oil spill, for the full 
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term of its six-year contract.155 On a personal level, Busst, the compulsive 

smoker, revealed to Whitlam that he had a possible carcinoma of the larynx, but 

that he did not intend for this to stand in the way of his determined 

campaigning.156

At the end of January, another large and perceptible oil disaster overseas 

fortuitously equipped the Australian conservationists with some powerful 

imagery, and a confirmation of their arguments. Within the waters of the Santa 

Barbara Channel in Southern California, an oilrig blowout occurred ten 

kilometers from the coast, causing a spill that continued to leak uncontrollably. 

This gross folly permeated the consciousness of those in Australia. Blown up 

photographs of dead, dying and injured marine life on California’s oil blackened 

beaches jumped out at people from the front pages of the newspapers, violating 

moral and aesthetic sense.

 

157 Judith Wright described the media publicity of this 

fatal event as a sad blessing for the Reef conservationists in Australia, whose 

claim that the risk from oil drilling was too great, was now made blatant for all to 

see.158

                                                        
155 The Oil and Petroleum (Submerged Lands) Act 1967 (Qld) quoted in Letter from John 
Busst to Federal Opposition Leader Gough Whitlam, 13 January 1969, John Busst 
Collection, JBC/Corr/7, 1969 General Conservation Issues Correspondence, James Cook 
University. 

 

156 Letter from John Busst to Federal Opposition Leader Gough Whitlam, 13 January 
1969, John Busst Collection, JBC/Corr/7, 1969 General Conservation Issues 
Correspondence, James Cook University. 
157 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 51: ‘Santa Barbara’s tragedy was the Reef’s good 
fortune. It made the best possible publicity for the possible fate of those coral reefs and 
beaches. We no longer had to keep hunting for documents and information, publicizing 
what we could get hold of, emphasizing that oil leaks and blowouts really could and did 
occur, and that the monotonous assurances by the state government and the oil 
interests were not all they seemed. There it all was, in front page stories, in articles and 
photographs.’ 
158 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 51: Other blowouts that the conservationists drew 
attention to were the incidents in Cook Inlet, Alaska. 
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Following the Santa Barbara blowout, the Federal Labor Opposition came 

out explicitly against any continued exploratory drilling.159 Yet in the face of 

what Wright described as ‘a strong public swing’ against allowing the risk of 

similar malady to occur in the Great Barrier Reef, the Queensland government 

refused to back down from its position that oil drilling should go ahead. Strict 

controls and precautions were said to be in place to prevent the same thing 

happening in Australia.160 Thus, even after the Santa Barbara tragedy, it was 

revealed that an offshore well would be drilled in Repulse Bay, near Mackay, in 

the coming month of October.161 Following this, the Queensland Labor Party 

came out against drilling for the first time. The Queensland Labor Leader 

demanded a ban on oil drilling, while also criticizing the shameful lack of 

scientific knowledge on the Reef. He exposed the fact that the Premier Joh Bjelke-

Petersen and a number of his cabinet members had financial interests in the oil 

exploration companies.162

Public concern was now perceivably high: conservation groups, fishing 

and skin diving clubs and service organisations joined the campaign against 

drilling. In the wake of the Santa Barbara disaster, the Littoral Society sold over 

  

                                                        
159 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 52. 
160 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p.69. 
161 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 53: The plan to drill was revealed by the State 
Mines department’s chief engineer at a Select Committee on Wildlife Conservation in 
Brisbane early in 1969.  
162 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p.326: Opposition leader John Houston 
exposed this fact (Courier Mail, 3 March 1969). Bjelke-Petersen himself had a 49% 
interest in Artesian Oil that he had formed in 1958 by applying to the Department of 
Mines for a non-transferable prospecting lease for a nominal sum of 2 pounds. In a 
lengthy political controversy in which even his colleagues pointed out the conflict of 
interest, the premier eventually tried to defuse the uproar by relinquishing the shares: 
he transferred them to his wife (Whitton 1989:14). Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier 
Reef, p.322: The premier had a significant interest in Exoil No Liability, which had been 
granted a lease of Q8P in Princess Charlotte Bay.  
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fifteen thousand ‘SAVE THE BARRIER REEF’ stickers. 163 In February, with 

regards to this visible public protest against exploitation, Busst wrote to the 

editor of the Townsville Bulletin, denouncing the behaviour of the Queensland 

government: ‘Their mandate does not give them the right to flout the desires or 

the interests of the majority of the people for the gain of a few vested interests, 

that may or may not succeed commercially’, he wrote. Pointing to the Santa 

Barbara situation, he dismissed what he saw as the awe-inspiringly absurd 

assurances that mining would be strictly controlled. ‘Remember that oil 

exploration in California is also permitted only under the strictest control’, Busst 

warned.164 Indeed, after the Santa Barbara blowout, the WPSQ began to receive 

information from academics and ordinary people from California. Residents 

recalled the reassurances which the oil industry gave before they moved into 

Santa Barbara, and the meaninglessness of such reassurances that was revealed 

in the light of the devastation that they now had to deal with.165

While there (sic) proposals may appear to have economic merit, I 

believe that in the present “state of the art” of marine mining and 

 Three months 

on, as the oil continued to leak, a Professor of Zoology at the University of 

California wrote a letter of warning to Gorton: 

                                                        
163 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 54. 
164 Letter from John Busst to the Editor of the Townsville Bulletin, 10 February 1969, 
John Busst Collection, JBC/Corr/9, 1969 Great Barrier Reef Correspondence, James Cook 
University: Busst underlined the words ‘also’, and ‘strictest control’. 
165 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 55. 
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drilling, there is no way to prevent extensive pollution of rather 

widespread areas near the site of operations.166

The ACF Symposium 

  

Both Busst and Wright recorded their opposition to the ACF Symposium 

on the Great Barrier Reef. This was held at Sydney University in May 1969. With 

no room given for the arguments of ecologists, Busst described the day-long 

affair as a ‘bloody shambles’.167 Wright wrote that the event had been unhelpful, 

as it gave publicity to the arguments made by geologists and industry 

representatives. She reasoned that this was probably a symptom of the double 

bind that the conservationist movement found itself in at the time: they were 

seeking funding for a certain type of biological scientific research, the findings of 

which were likely to obstruct the aims of the very people with the money for that 

research.168

 Nonetheless, the ACF Symposium did eventually lead to some favourable 

outcomes for the Reef conservationists. At the conclusion of the symposium, 

attention turned to Busst’s motion that passed at the ACF Annual General 

Meeting six months earlier. The ACF found Busst’s motion too politically 

confrontational, and reworded it at the symposium to capture its original 

essence. Thus, the Commonwealth and Queensland governments were to receive 

 

                                                        
166 Letter from Professor of Zoology at University of California, Joseph H. Connell, to 
Prime Minister J.G. Gorton, 28 April 1969, John Busst Collection, JBC/Corr/9, 1969 Great 
Barrier Reef Correspondence, James Cook University.  
167 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 65. 
168 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 61. 
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a recommendation from the ACF that a joint advisory body or commission be set 

up:  

To examine and report on all proposals for the development of 

the resources of the Reef, particularly those likely to have an 

adverse effect on the environment… and formulate principles for 

assessing developmental proposals that would provide a basis 

for an overall plan on Reef development and conservation.169

  Crucially, by this time the word ‘development’ had been recast by 

conservationists. In 1968, for example, Webb had wanted to emphasise the point 

that national parks are a part of development, because of the income that could 

be generated by their preservation.

 

170 Busst also adopted the redefinition in his 

argument that the return from mining or mineral exploration on the Reef would 

not come close to the economic returns from preserving it for tourism.171

                                                        
169 Australian Conservation Foundation, The Future of the Great Barrier Reef: Papers of 
an ACF Symposium (1969), quoted in Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 332. 

 When 

the ACF recommendation for ‘development’ came to the attention of Whitlam in 

parliament, he questioned the Federal government on whether it would take it 

170 Letter from Len Webb to John Busst, 22 July 1968, John Busst Collection, JBC/Corr/6, 
1968 General Conservation Issues, James Cook University: ‘The income from tourism in 
NQ is already enormous and will continue to expand, so that preservation of 
characteristic landscapes- apart from their scientific and cultural value- is absolutely 
necessary to attract tourist income in the future.’ 
171 John Busst’s evidence to Select Senate Committee for off-shore ore quoted in 
Newspaper cutting, 22 March 1969, ‘Holt Said Save Reef’, John Busst Collection, 
JBC/Corr/7, General Conservation Issues Correspondence, James Cook University: ‘Mr 
Busst said… no matter what the return was from mining or minieral exploration-or 
“exploitation”- this would in no way come close to the returns from tourism’, Outline of 
Evidence prepared by John Busst for the Great Barrier Reef Royal Commission, p.2, John 
Busst Collection, JBC/Corr/9, Great Barrier Reef Correspondence James Cook University: 
‘While tourism is a rapidly expanding industry worth $119 million to Australia this year, 
which amount will continue to grow indefinitely, oil drilling is a short term wasting 
asset, which will contribute to the economy only over a limited period, and if established 
in any area… could completely discourage tourism… and possibly convert that particular 
area into an industrial slum.’  
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up, and form a special inquiry and joint commission on the Reef. With Busst 

personally lobbying him behind the scenes, the Prime Minister replied that the 

issue was what authority to give to such a commission. Gorton also conceded 

that he might order a complete study of the Reef.172

Importantly, another recommendation emerged from a paper presented 

by Sir Percy Spender at the Symposium. This was a carefully and methodically 

researched document named ‘The Great Barrier Reef: Legal Aspects’. It came to 

the conclusion that Queensland had no claim to Reef waters, in either an 

international or domestic legal sense, and it recommended that the issue be 

taken to the High Court to be settled.

  

173 Again, this led to Labor Opposition 

questions in parliament: did Queensland have the right to grant drilling permits 

on the Reef? And, if state jurisdiction did end at low water, would the 

Commonwealth government cancel the oil drilling permits? Gorton actually 

expressed his ‘personal desire’ to see the Reef protected, and his ‘strong 

opposition’ to mining.174 However, the Prime Minister was reluctant to make any 

claim against Queensland, even after further lobbying by Busst. Gorton was 

already facing a tense time as a result of the unpopular Vietnam War, his 

perceived centralism, and the internal jockeying for power in his Party. It 

appeared too dangerous to risk unpopularity with the states before the 

upcoming federal election.175

                                                        
172 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 78. 

 

173 Percy Spender, ‘The Great Barrier Reef: Legal Aspects’ (1969), quoted in Bowen and 
Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 332. 
174 Gorton Press Statement (1969), quoted in Wright, The Coral Battleground, pp. 76-78. 
175 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 79, 82. 
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Awakening Public Sentiment 

In 1969, an anthology entitled The Last of Lands appeared in Australia. It 

was edited by Len Webb, and included a chapter by Judith Wright on ‘The Role of 

Public Opinion in Conservation’. Perhaps aware of Busst’s earlier expressed 

views on education, Wright wrote: 

 It is easy to feel that that job (of urgent conservation) is action, not 

preaching. Yet only public opinion- educated public opinion- will be 

the decisive factor in the fight.176

Wright pointed to increasing interest in the idea of conservation, not only among 

scientists, but among far-sighted laypeople as well. She re-stated her views on 

the importance of the very real moral and emotional aspects of conservation. 

Elaborating, she argued that these aspects were as important as the concept of 

enlightened self-interest in convincing public opinion of the need for 

conservation. People needed to be convinced that conservation had a moral 

meaning beyond just putting aside something for exploitation at a later date, and 

moral and aesthetic values would be central to a conservationist appreciation of 

the right of other species to live their lives.

  

177

Wright pointed to the religious rites and economic practices of the 

Australian Aborigines. Their totemic prohibitions and magical rites worked as 

conservation methods by ensuring that sufficient numbers of plants and animals 

were always left for survival and propagation, even if this meant human 

  

                                                        
176 Judith Wright, ‘The Role of Public Opinion in Conservation’ in J. Le Gay Brereton, L.J. 
Webb, and D. Whitelock, eds., The Last of Lands: Conservation in Australia (London: 
Frederick Warne &co. ltd, 1970), p. 43. 
177 Wright, ‘The Role of Public Opinion in Conservation’, p. 49. 
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deprivation. Wright saw conservation as the rediscovery of the balance 

maintained by primitive societies, which had been overwhelmed by the 

exploitative ventures of Europeans. 178  In the face of exploitation, taking 

immediate action would involve education, and protest against the acceptance of 

purely exploitative attitudes. Wright’s final argument was that the non-technical 

work and viewpoint of the lay-enthusiast should not be scorned. ‘This is a 

movement which ought to transcend jealousies and bridge the gap between the 

“two cultures”, between science and the humanities’, she wrote. ‘Conservation is 

even more a human and sociological problem than a technological one’.179

  

 

                                                        
178 Wright, ‘The Role of Public Opinion in Conservation’, pp. 44-46.  
179 Wright, ‘The Role of Public Opinion in Conservation’, p. 51: Wright was quoting R.C. 
Haw’s The Conservation of Natural Resources (1959). When she referred to ‘the two 
cultures’, she was making a reference to C.P. Snow’s defining 1959 essay The Two 
Cultures and the Scientific Revolution. C.P. Snow (1959) quoted in E.O. Wilson, 
Consilience: The Unity of Knowledge (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1998), pp. 125-126: 
‘This polarization is sheer loss to us all…to us as people and to our society. It is at the 
same time practical and intellectual and creative loss’. 
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Plan for a Save the Barrier Reef Display. 180

 

 

This published work was a timely reflection of what was happening with 

the Great Barrier Reef campaign. As Wright later wrote, it was in 1969 that she 

and her allies were joined by all kinds of organisations in their fight to stop oil 

drilling, and the new interest in the Reef was largely an aesthetic one.181

                                                        
180 Plan for Save the Barrier Reef Display, John Busst Collection, JBC/Corr/9, 1969 Great 
Barrier Reef Correspondence, James Cook University: This plan could have been made 
for the 1969 Innisfail Sugar Festival, for which the Littoral Society and Innisfail branch 
of the WPSQ organized a display on the Great Barrier Reef (Wright, The Coral 
Battleground, p. 83). They also ran a float in the festival procession- a black coffin 
surmounted by a model oilrig (Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 86). Webb also wrote 
to Busst asking him to help the Littoral Society to construct an exhibit on 
‘DESTRUCTION OF HABITAT’, with emphasis on the Great Barrier Reef, for the Royal 
National Agricultural Show in August 1968 (Letter from Len Webb to John Busst, 25 July 
1968, John Busst Collection, JBC/Corr/8, James Cook University). In these instances 
Busst’s ‘practical artistry’ was employed to arouse public sentiment on the Reef issue.   

 A new 

organization, the Save the Reef Committee, was formed. This was a non-partisan 

181 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 56. 
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group chaired by the Labor Senator George Georges. It was also composed of 

Liberal Party members, and people from non-conservationist backgrounds, with 

Judith Wright invited to be the patron. The Committee helped the WPSQ carry 

out a Queensland-wide poll on the Reef question.182

The plan was to publicise important trends and results of the poll as they 

came in before the federal election.

 

183 By late October, 2,400 Queenslanders had 

been polled, with the result that ninety-two percent were opposed to oil drilling 

in the Reef. This confirmed that Gorton’s personal desires to oppose drilling, 

though not universally popular within his party, were approved of by the 

electorate. 184  The poll, which was later used as evidence in the Royal 

Commission on Reef oil drilling, would not have been possible without Wright’s 

involvement.185 Having completed a degree in psychology and anthropology, she 

had an acceptable qualification in conducting opinion polls. She had also 

previously been employed as a statistician. 186

Nature’s Economy 

 Wright’s expertise brought 

legitimacy to this strategic use of public opinion in the campaign. Moreover, the 

poll was to have an important effect on Webb and his theories on ecology as a 

science.  

Some years later, in the early 1970s, Webb developed his ideas on 

autecology and synecology. Autecology concerned itself with the distribution and 
                                                        
182 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 84. 
183 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 85. 
184 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 88. 
185 Statement prepared by Judith Wright for the Royal Commission on the Great Barrier 
Reef, MS 5781, Box 17, Folder 120, National Library of Australia: Judith Wright related 
the results from the Queensland wide poll and her polling qualifications. 
186 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 83. 
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behaviour of individual species. Involving painless work in laboratories and 

glasshouses, the autecologist’s task was like the writing of a computer program, 

‘working atomistically from unit to unit and avoiding iterative solutions at all 

costs’.187 Synecology, on the other hand, was the study of the relationship 

between entire communities and their environment: synecologists recognized 

that the units are the complex processes themselves.188 Lacking mathematical 

tools, the latter had not been as respectable in scientific society. It was the 

‘tragedy of ecology’, Webb contended, that most ecologists were trained as 

autecologists. 189  However, the ‘numerical techniques evolved by the 

psychologists have at last given synecologists a set of mathematical techniques of 

their own’.190

This new hope for ecology clearly demonstrated the influence of Webb’s 

collaboration with Wright. As Webb wrote: 

  

Now that synecology begins to attain scientific status, one may hope 

with Australian poetess Judith Wright that the new interest in 

conservation will become a point where “a new spark can perhaps 

                                                        
187 L.J Webb and J.W.T Williams, ‘Synecology- Cinderella finds her coach’, New Scientist, 
26 July 1973, p. 195, Len Webb Collection, Popular Ecological Publications, Box 68, 
Folder 298, Griffith University. 
188 L.J Webb and J.W.T Williams, ‘Synecology- Cinderella finds her coach’, New Scientist, 
26 July 1973, p. 195, Len Webb Collection, Popular Ecological Publications, Box 68, 
Folder 298, Griffith University. 
189 L.J Webb and J.W.T Williams, ‘Synecology- Cinderella finds her coach’, New Scientist, 
26 July 1973, p. 195, Len Webb Collection, Popular Ecological Publications, Box 68, 
Folder 298, Griffith University. 
190 L.J Webb and J.W.T Williams, ‘Synecology- Cinderella finds her coach’, New Scientist, 
26 July 1973, p. 195, Len Webb Collection, Popular Ecological Publications, Box 68, 
Folder 298, Griffith University. 
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jump across the gap that at present separates the arts and 

sciences.”191

He hoped that synecology could also move forward by leaving behind aspects of 

the old natural history tradition, which neglected the study of man-modified 

communities in favour of natural ones.

   

192 Additionally, economics, politics, and 

morality would become more important with the raised status that he predicted 

for synecology.193

Webb acknowledged the emergence of a new argument against economic 

growth, and in favour of steady states and global equilibrium, but he also 

conceded that there was still uncertainty about how this could be achieved in a 

humanitarian way.

  

194

The application of an autecologist’s work to agriculture or forestry is 

a relatively painless process; its economic implications are usually 

quite local, its political or moral implications negligible. The 

synecologist’s responsibilities are far more widespread and less easy 

to conceal. His assessments of landscapes as healthy and beautiful, 

soils as stable, wildlife as worth preserving, bristle with value 

 In light of this, synecology faced an even more difficult 

task. To quote Webb: 

                                                        
191 L.J Webb and J.W.T Williams, ‘Synecology- Cinderella finds her coach’, New Scientist, 
26 July 1973, pp. 195-196, Len Webb Collection, Popular Ecological Publications, Box 68, 
Folder 298, Griffith University. 
192 L.J Webb and J.W.T Williams, ‘Synecology- Cinderella finds her coach’, New Scientist, 
26 July 1973, p. 196, Len Webb Collection, Popular Ecological Publications, Box 68, 
Folder 298, Griffith University. 
193 L.J Webb and J.W.T Williams, ‘Synecology- Cinderella finds her coach’, New Scientist, 
26 July 1973, p. 196, Len Webb Collection, Popular Ecological Publications, Box 68, 
Folder 298, Griffith University. 
194 L.J Webb and J.W.T Williams, ‘Synecology- Cinderella finds her coach’, New Scientist, 
26 July 1973, p. 196, Len Webb Collection, Popular Ecological Publications, Box 68, 
Folder 298, Griffith University. 
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judgments. The prescriptions of the synecologist to cure our 

environmental malaise may be simple but it is less clear whether they 

are economically feasible.195

Thus, while in the late 1960s Webb had campaigned for national parks 

conservation as positive ‘development’, on the grounds that it could generate 

income, during the early 1970s, he acknowledged the uncertainty and difficulty 

that conservationists faced in terms of their use of economic arguments.

  

196

In the middle of 1969, Wright contributed to a socialist journal, with an 

article entitled ‘the Battle for the Biosphere’. Here, she described ‘the Battle’ as 

far more than just a fight to protect a few nature reserves. Actually, rescue 

attempts such as those to save the Great Barrier Reef were part of a larger battle 

extending to the whole of ‘the biosphere’, the thin covering of living organisms 

supported by earth, air, water and sunlight. Though the progress from 

wilderness to dump heap was aesthetically detrimental and bad for the 

psychological and physical health of people, it was continuing on unnoticed, she 

argued. Ecological interdependencies were still largely unknown, and often only 

perceivable after human interference caused obvious damage. She gave the 

example of small frequent spills from ships, tankers and refineries on 

  

                                                        
195 L.J Webb and J.W.T Williams, ‘Synecology- Cinderella finds her coach’, New Scientist, 
26 July 1973, p. 196, Len Webb Collection, Popular Ecological Publications, Box 68, 
Folder 298, Griffith University. 
196 Letter from Len Webb to John Busst, 22 July 1968, John Busst Collection, JBC/Corr/6, 
1968 General Conservation Issues, James Cook University: ‘The income from tourism in 
NQ is already enormous and will continue to expand, so that preservation of 
characteristic landscapes- apart from their scientific and cultural value- is absolutely 
necessary to attract tourist income in the future.’ 
L.J Webb and J.W.T Williams, ‘Synecology- Cinderella finds her coach’, New Scientist, 26 
July 1973, p. 196, Len Webb Collection, Popular Ecological Publications, Box 68, Folder 
298, Griffith University. 
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waterways: an even bigger problem than single large spills with the spectacular 

ability to attract the news. Wright concluded that money, planning, research, and 

a massive reallocation of resources would be needed to halt the pace of 

cumulative long-term damage.197

Thus, while welcoming the new public support that she and her allies 

were attracting on the Great Barrier Reef, particularly after the Santa Barbara 

tragedy, Wright continued to argue for education and funding for the new 

science of ecology. In future, she contended, it would not be enough to address 

problems on a piecemeal basis, after a situation reached boiling point, as with 

the fight she was currently undertaking to protect marine life.

  

198 In light of these 

views, it must have been welcome news when Gorton announced in his pre-

election speech that he would set up an Institute of Marine Science at Townsville. 

Gorton tied the proposal to the world’s new interest in oceans and what they 

could produce, saying that he envisaged a future for the Great Barrier Reef as a 

marine laboratory unrivalled anywhere in the world.199

                                                        
197 Judith Wright ‘The Battle for the Biosphere’, Outlook: An Independent Socialist Journal, 
June 1969, pp. 3-5, MS 5781, Box 19, Folder 136, National Library of Australia.  

 Busst, too, must have 

198 Wright, ‘The Role of Public Opinion in Conservation’, p. 51, Judith Wright ‘The Battle 
for the Biosphere’, Outlook: An Independent Socialist Journal, June 1969, pp. 3-5, MS 
5781, Box 19, Folder 136, National Library of Australia, Len Webb, ‘Conservation for 
Man, Conservation of Man’, Queensland Peace and Disarmament Committee Discussion 
Bulletin No.1, 1968, pp. 2-3, Len Webb Collection, Popular Ecological Publications, Box 
68, Folder 258, Griffith University: Webb made a similar point in 1968. He drew 
attention to the onus being placed on the conservationist to object in piecemeal ways to 
matters of ecological outrage. By contrast, the would-be developer was not obligated to 
show that interference with the natural environment remained in the long-term public 
interest. Australian conservationists thus faced the daunting challenge of having to try 
to convince industry of their need to minimize ecological damage in resource extraction, 
and, in so doing, compromise their profits. Additionally, they faced the challenge of 
changing the educational emphasis to convince people everywhere in the world, across 
groups and classes, of the idea of ‘the care of the human habitat’. 
199 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 90. 
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welcomed such a proposal, which clearly drew on the arguments that he and 

Burdon-Jones had already been presenting to the Prime Minister. 

 

 

Areas under lease for oil exploration, September 1969. 200

                                                        
200 Image in Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 71.  
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The Unions 

Throughout 1969, Busst worked behind the scenes on both the political 

and industrial fronts. He wrote personally to the liberal and labor federal 

leaders, lobbying them on the Reef, and influencing their views and actions in 

parliament. At the same time, he had been working with the trade unions, in an 

effort that would have huge consequences for the fate of the Reef. In a stroke of 

inspirational genius, the trades unions were enlisted to aid the cause of a 

grassroots conservationist campaign.201

Towards the end of 1969, the practical results of Busst’s work became 

visible with the emergence of a submission that he helped to draw up for 

presentation at the Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU) conference. It was 

to be presented by an Innisfail member of the Amalgamated Engineering Union 

(AEU), and was published in the union journal. The AEU, one of the most 

powerful unions associated with mining, endorsed the submission.

  

202 Thus, the 

AEU resolved to support a ban of mining on the Reef, the bringing of the 

constitutional issue over sea ownership to the High Court for a decision, and the 

declaration of a National Marine Reserve for the benefit and relaxation of the 

public.203

                                                        
201 Richard J. Roddewig, Green Bans: Australian Environmental Politics: A Study in Public 
Opinion and Participation (Sydney: Hale & Iremonger, 1978), p. 8: The Builders 
Labourers’ first green ban, to prevent the destruction of the Sydney nature area, Kelly’s 
Bush, drew upon this innovative strategy. It was inspired by the ACTU’s 1969 resolution 
to boycott mineral exploration on the Great Barrier Reef.  

  

202 Wright, The Coral Battleground, pp. 92-3: Copies of the submission were brought to 
the attention of Bob Hawke, John Gorton and Joh Bjelke-Petersen. 
203 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 335. 
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Meanwhile, with the Liberal government returned to office after the 

election, there was still no government action on the issue of preventing oil 

drilling in the Reef. While Whitlam had promised a moratorium on drilling if he 

were elected, Gorton made no such promise. The internal power play of the 

Liberal-Country party was a likely element in this reluctance to confront the 

Bjelke-Petersen state government.204 Thus, nothing stood in the way of the oil 

companies. After delays with converting the Navigator oilrig, a former US navy 

vessel, it was reported that the rig would be ready to leave Texas, to begin 

drilling in Repulse bay in the middle of February 1970.205

In desperation, Wright travelled to the southern states to get more 

publicity. As she reflected: 

  

I had the special advantage of being a kind of “curiosity” showpiece in 

the conservation movement- a poet who spent most of her time on 

conservation was, after all, newsworthy.206

Speaking to the Australian, Wright enlisted her fame as ‘Australia’s greatest 

woman poet’ to the Save the Reef cause. She highlighted the Reef’s value as 

cultural heritage, likening the plans to drill for oil to putting a bomb underneath 

the Acropolis in Athens. Wright also warned of the permanence of the oil 

industry once it moved into the area. She quoted economists, and argued that the 

only real effect of oil discovery on the Reef would be another increase in petrol 

  

                                                        
204 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 98. 
205 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 89, 98. 
206 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 99. 
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prices. Drawing on economic arguments already made by her marine expert 

allies, Wright highlighted the Reef’s value as a breeding ground for fish. 207

In the climate of rising desperation, Busst’s next move was to work on his 

plan to issue a writ against the Queensland government. Though it was expected 

to be a very expensive legal exercise, the WPSQ gambled on the fact that there 

was already much public support for their campaign.

  

208 As they had hoped, the 

increasing publicity and public outcry ensured that they did not have to go 

through with the writ. Instead, the unions were goaded into action.209

                                                        
207 George Williams, ‘The Calm Miss Wright Fights to Save the Reef’, The Australian, 26 
November 1969, John Busst Collection, JBC/PUB/35, Newspaper extracts- 1960s The 
Australian, Tully Times, Evening Advocate and various clippings James Cook University: 
This article described Wright as ‘possibly Australia’s greatest woman poet, according to 
people who should know.’ 

 It was 

reported that Labor Senator George Georges had been able to obtain union 

support because of his close links with the unions, and also because many union 

members, particularly from the tourist industry, were themselves opposed to 

any drilling on the Reef. In the first week of January 1970, Georges sent 

telegrams to the owners of the Navigator oilrig, to Ampol Petroleum ltd, to 

Ampol Exploration ltd, and to the drilling company, Japex. Telegrams were 

208 Wright, The Coral Battleground, pp. 99-101. 
209 Anon, ‘Saving the Barrier Reef’, Trend Magazine, February 1970 edition, p.2, MS 5781, 
Box 17 Folder 120, National Library of Australia: As this article put it, ‘While many 
organisations and individuals had deluged the newspapers and politicians condemning 
the government for allowing drilling to go ahead, Ampol’s dramatic back-down came 
within seven days of Senator Georges announcing he would seek the co-operation of the 
Trade Unions to place a black ban on any drilling. The power of trade unions to give 
effect to public opinion was spectacularly demonstrated’. 
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received from these parties in response, with assurances that strict controls 

would ensure that no harm would be done to the Reef.210

Georges however, was unwilling to accept the assurances. Within a week 

of Georges’ first telegram, Ampol’s managing director announced that it had told 

its drilling partners that it recommended a suspension of drilling on the Reef.

  

211 

Japex terminated its contract with the Navigator on 14 February 1970.212 Busst 

was said to be overjoyed at this situation. In Wright’s view, he had put in the 

bulk of the behind the scenes work that ultimately brought the union black ban 

to fruition. ‘Now at last, as he gleefully wrote me, the breakthrough has really 

come. “It has taken two-and-a-half years to find the weapon. This is it”’.213

Effecting Legislative Action 

  

Following swiftly on the heels of the union’s warning of a black ban, the 

federal government announced that legislation would be introduced at the next 

session of the Commonwealth parliament to establish the promised institute of 

marine science in Townsville. Three million dollars would be granted to conduct 

research ‘into ways of preserving and protecting the Great Barrier Reef’. The 

effects of Busst’s proposals can be seen in this action, which included a plan to 

seek marine science experts from America on an exchange basis and to set up 

                                                        
210 Anon, ‘Saving the Barrier Reef’, Trend Magazine, February 1970 edition, pp. 2-3, MS 
5781, Box 17, Folder 120, National Library of Australia. 
211 Anon, ‘Saving the Barrier Reef’, Trend Magazine, February 1970 edition, pp. 3-4, MS 
5781, Box 17, Folder 120, National Library of Australia: The director also revealed that 
Ampol had asked Gorton and Bjelke-Petersen to establish a Commonwealth-state 
inquiry into the possibility of the Reef being damaged by oil. 
212 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 335. 
213 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 105. 
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research into the ecology of the Reef. 214 In the atmosphere of heightened 

concern and federal resolve, Bjelke-Petersen had little option but to agree to a 

meeting to set up an impartial inquiry.215

Then, less than three weeks on, the first oil tanker disaster struck the 

Great Barrier Reef: a fully laden, fifty-eight thousand dead weight tonnage Ampol 

tanker heading for Brisbane hit rock on 3 March 1970, and released a ten 

kilometer long oil slick into surrounding waters.

  

216 As a consequence of this, it 

was decided that the proposed Inquiry on the consequences of Reef damage 

from oil pollution would be upgraded to a Royal Commission. The Commission’s 

terms of reference were announced in parliament on 5 May 1970. From there, it 

took four long years for it to hand down its report and recommendations.217

In the heated atmosphere of 1969, the Secretary of the GBRC, Patricia 

Mather, began to promote ideas in the press about the setting up of a Great 

Barrier Reef Commission, which would be given the power to enforce decisions 

based on biology. Wright and her allies noted with a sigh that there was still no 

official revision of GBRC views on ‘controlled exploitation’, with Mather also 

putting forward plans to ‘Zone the Reef’ for exploitation, including oil 

  

                                                        
214 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 335: The Minister for Education and 
Science made the press statement revealing the plan, which was reported in The 
Australian on 22 January 1970. The plan was to seek assistance from eminent marine 
scientists from America on an exchange basis, in addition to consulting eminent 
scientists already in Australia. A research program was to be set up to investigate the 
crown-of-thorns starfish infestation, possible damage from oil drilling, and other human 
activity such as tourism, reef blasting, mining and ship traffic. 
215 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 335. 
216 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 335, Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 
141: The Torres Strait Islands’ pearl industry was to suffer heavily from the disaster. It 
lost three of its five pearl farms due to the toxic detergents that were used to clean up 
the oil.  
217 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 336. 
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exploration.218  Nonetheless, as the calls for an Inquiry began to be made, Mather 

pointed out that there was no currently existing government department that 

could carry out any of the recommendations for Reef protection that such an 

Inquiry might make. There was not a single piece of legislation dedicated solely 

to the Great Barrier Reef.219 Mather worked to formulate a mechanism to 

implement the Resolution that was reworded from Busst’s original motion at the 

1969 ACF Symposium. Writing to her friend Len Webb, she revealed her 

commitment to the idea of an independent statutory authority with executive 

powers. She set to work drafting this in a ‘Bill for an Act relating to the Great 

Barrier Reef’.220

Gorton decided to move on the question of Legal Jurisdiction over the 

Reef on 16 April 1970. A Bill was introduced into parliament to enable the 

Commonwealth to assert sovereignty over the Reef.

  

221 Immediately, five of the 

state premiers, as well as a faction within his own cabinet opposed Gorton’s 

legislation. However, the Senate Select Committee on Off-Shore Petroleum 

Resources endorsed the move made by the proposed legislation. A Report made 

by the Senate Committee expressed the view that ‘the large national interest’ 

would not be served by leaving things in their unconstitutional state.222

                                                        
218 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 76, 90. 

 Indeed, 

only a month before, Busst handed on legal opinions to Gorton, that suggested 

219 Wright, The Coral Battleground, p. 137. 
220 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 338. 
221 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 339: The Bill was the Territorial Sea and 
Continental Shelf Bill.  
222 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, pp. 339-40: The Senate Committee had 
been examining the constitutional validity of the 1967 Offshore Agreement that allowed 
Queensland to issue oil drilling permits. The legislation under scrutiny was the 1967 
Petroleum (Submerged Lands) Act.  
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that jurisdiction over the Reef may have still remained with the United Kingdom. 

Busst expressed admiration for Gorton’s plans to introduce the Bill.223

Still, the antagonism that the legislation would create with the 

conservative state governments was thought to be too much by others in 

Gorton’s Coalition government. At this time, Labor had promised to end the 

Vietnam War if it won the 1972 election, and it was gaining more public support. 

Whitlam also said that the Commonwealth undoubtedly had the power to 

assume sovereignty over the Reef, and implied that he would do this if elected. In 

this constricting atmosphere, plans to remove Gorton from power were made. 

His own party deposed him in March 1971.

  

224

 As the consequences of allowing industry to carry on its exploitative 

ventures without impediment became visible and widely unpopular, the 

conservationists’ belief in the importance of emotion, morality, and the need to 

unify “the two cultures” of art and science deepened. The climate of wide public 

concern was used as an opportunity to promote and push for more education 

and funding of research into ecology in the name of the national interest. Busst 

reached out to both sides of politics, and, in a pioneering and innovative strategy, 

enlisted the support of the unions to the conservationist cause. In the push for 

action to save the Great Barrier Reef, the meaning of development was re-

defined.  

  

  

                                                        
223 Letter from Busst to Prime Minister J.G Gorton, 13 March 1970, John Busst Collection, 
JBC/Corr/15, 1970 Legal Correspondence, James Cook University: Busst enclosed the 
legal opinion of Arthur Robinson &co. 
224 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, pp. 339-40. 
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Chapter IV 

Reflections and Refinement 

Irreplaceability 

Remarkably, during most of the battle to save the Reef, John Busst had 

been quietly dealing with worsening cancer. He died at his home in Bingil Bay 

early in 1971, at the age of sixty-one. Tragically, he did not live to present the 

evidence that he prepared for the Royal Commission that he was largely 

responsible for bringing about. Had he lived, he would have argued for the 

Commonwealth government to establish ‘a fully constituted Great Barrier Reef 

authority, with complete statutory powers to control the whole Reef area’.225 

With regards to the current safety of oil drilling technology, he planned to quote 

Gorton: ‘that any danger to the Reef is too much danger’.226 In a prepared 

statement, he planned to argue against oil exploration as detrimental to ‘a unique 

marine ecosystem’. Busst’s opinion was based on his ‘extensive reading of the 

literature from scientific sources, and discussions with reputable authorities in 

ecology and marine biology’.227

                                                        
225 Outline of Evidence prepared by John Busst for the Royal Commission on the Great 
Barrier Reef, p. 2, John Busst Collection, JBC/Corr/9, Great Barrier Reef Correspondence, 
James Cook University. 

  

226 Outline of Evidence prepared by John Busst for the Royal Commission on the Great 
Barrier Reef, pp. 2-3, John Busst Collection, JBC/Corr/9, Great Barrier Reef 
Correspondence, James Cook University. 
227 Draft of Statement prepared by John Busst for the Royal Commission on the Great 
Barrier Reef, p. 2, John Busst Collection, JBC/Corr/9, Great Barrier Reef Correspondence, 
James Cook University, Outline of Evidence prepared by John Busst for the Royal 
Commission on the Great Barrier Reef, p. 1, John Busst Collection, JBC/Corr/9, Great 
Barrier Reef Correspondence, James Cook University. 
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It was the last paragraph of Busst’s untabled submission to the Royal 

Commission that revealed the prime motivation of his intense and personal 

involvement in campaigning to save the Great Barrier Reef. This was his 

‘fundamental belief that the Reef and its associated marine and terrestrial 

environment are unique in the world.’ He described the Reef as ‘scientifically and 

aesthetically… the world’s most important marine area’. He argued that because 

of the Reef’s irreplaceability, mankind had a moral obligation to protect, study 

and enjoy it.228

 

  

Self Portrait of John Busst. 229

 
 

 
Thus, Busst saw the Great Barrier Reef the way that a Meldrumite artist 

would, as a unique and irreplaceable object of Nature’s creation. In raising the 

issues of morality and aesthetics, he echoed the philosophical arguments for 

conservation that his friends Wright and Webb had been developing and 

                                                        
228 Draft of Statement prepared by John Busst for the Royal Commission on the Great 
Barrier Reef, p. 2, John Busst Collection, JBC/Corr/9, Great Barrier Reef Correspondence, 
James Cook University. 
229 John Busst, Self Portrait in John Busst, Address to the Rotary Club, Tully, 2 March 
1966, Special Insert from Mission Beach Bulletin, No. 154, (June 2010), Mission Beach 
Cassowaries,<http://www.missionbeachcassowaries.com/uploads/5/9/8/7/5987112/
busst_insert_bulletin_ 154june_10.pdf>, retrieved 25 July 2011. 

http://www.missionbeachcassowaries.com/uploads/5/9/8/7/5987112/busst_insert_bulletin_%20154june_10.pdf�
http://www.missionbeachcassowaries.com/uploads/5/9/8/7/5987112/busst_insert_bulletin_%20154june_10.pdf�


84 

promoting from the early days of the movement. His untabled submission also 

revealed that just before his death, Busst was beginning to plan a way for 

government to take direct control of the Reef through a statutory authority, so 

that it could not be exploited for oil. Had he lived to see the full fruits of his 

labour, things may have turned out differently for the legislative plans for the 

Reef and its future management. 

In May 1971, GBRC Secretary Patricia Mather completed the ‘Bill for an 

Act relating to the Great Barrier Reef’. The significant element of this is contained 

in Part three, which sets out the concept of ‘a body corporate to be known as the 

Great Barrier Reef Authority’.230

a) To guarantee the legal effectiveness of authorities to explore for 

and to exploit the resources of the Reef, and 

 The Bill’s two main aims were: 

b) To coordinate and reconcile the multiple uses of these submerged 

lands and island territories and waters in a manner compatible with 

the conservation of the living coral reef ecosystem contained thereon 

and with the maintenance of the geological structures formed by the 

fossil reefs.231

Mather’s Bill came to the attention of Whitlam in parliament, however it would 

take some time for it to be considered by government.

 

232

The Senate Select Committee on Offshore Petroleum Resources finally 

came out with its Report in December 1971. The Committee’s work had been 

  

                                                        
230 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 339. 
231 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 339. 
232 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 339. 
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frustrated by the lack of biological knowledge on the marine environment, 

particularly in seeking information about the effects of oil spills on coral and 

marine life. It recommended the need for information to be gathered in the 

disciplines of the marine sciences, including ecology.233 It also stressed the 

difficulties it had encountered in addressing its terms of reference, due to the 

extent of uncertainty surrounding State and Commonwealth jurisdiction over the 

Reef.234 Yet, with William McMahon replacing Gorton as Prime Minister, the 

legislation to clear up this uncertainty by asserting Commonwealth control fell to 

the bottom of a waiting list of bills. The Bill had already lapsed in October 

1971.235

The Usefulness of Non-use 

 

Even so, the plan to drill the Reef was momentarily halted through the 

assistance of the union boycott of drilling, and the subsequent Royal Commission 

on the drilling for Petroleum on the Great Barrier Reef. Busst, possibly the 

leading protagonist in all this action, had died. His friends, Webb and Wright, 

remained, and reflected philosophically on the partially successful political battle 

that they had just come through. Both continued to refine their philosophies on 

conservation, which had been profoundly influenced by their recent experience 

of fighting to protect the Reef.  

Webb took the opportunity to highlight the continuing threats to the 

Great Barrier Reef that remained from sources other than oil drilling, and in 
                                                        
233 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 340: It was recommended that 
information be gathered in disciplines including hydrology, bathymetry, marine biology, 
geology, ecology, and chemistry. 
234 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 340. 
235 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 342. 
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doing this he continued to advocate rainforest conservation. In an article for the 

Australian Fisheries Journal, he pointed out that one of the unique features of the 

tropical rainforests in North Queensland was their proximity to tropical coral 

reefs. These two ecosystems were examples of mature, stable communities to 

which humans could bring total collapse through interference. 236  Webb 

described the boundaries between the two ecosystems, as ‘belts of tension 

where two organisations meet and exchange their respective components’. Thus 

the marine environment could be negatively affected by what happens on the 

adjacent mainland.237

Using this argument of ecological interdependence, Webb promoted 

scientific and wise management of resources, but he also mentioned that most 

people recognized that coral reefs and tropical rainforests have a beauty and 

interest in and of themselves, apart from their ecological relationships.

  

238

                                                        
236 L.J. Webb, ‘The Great Barrier Reef V: Tropical rain forests’, Australian Fisheries, 
(January 1971), pp. 16-17, Len Webb Collection Popular Ecological Publications, Box 68, 
Folder 302, Griffith University. 

 

Together, the reef and rainforest formed one of the biological treasure houses of 

the world. Hence, Webb argued, the extreme urgency of classifying forest types 

237 L.J. Webb, ‘The Great Barrier Reef V: Tropical rain forests’, Australian Fisheries, 
(January 1971), p. 17, Len Webb Collection Popular Ecological Publications, Box 68, 
Folder 302, Griffith University: With reference to the recent theories on the crown-of-
thorns starfish plague, Webb elaborated: ‘The extent of chemical pollution via drainage 
water, and the accumulation of non-biodegradable chemicals in food chains in adjacent 
soils, rivers, estuaries and the sea is open to conjecture, and has not yet been 
monitored’. 

238 L.J. Webb, ‘The Great Barrier Reef V: Tropical Rainforests’, Australian Fisheries 
(January 1971), p.18, Len Webb Collection Popular Ecological Publications, Box 68, 
Folder 302, Griffith University. 
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as a basis for land use, including the reservation of representative areas as 

national parks.239

Only a few months after this was published, Webb went further, and 

proposed ‘the sophisticated idea of non-use’ as a desirable form of 

environmental management. In a speech made at an Ecology Symposium, Webb 

criticized Australia’s ‘big country mystique’, and myth of infinite resources. ‘We 

have not learnt to treat our environment with a sensible amount of neglect’, he 

said, arguing that white settlers had too easily accepted the mining of every 

landscape for minerals and resources.

  

240

The experience of the Great Barrier Reef campaign had clearly influenced 

Webb’s position on the role of the scientist in political activism for conservation. 

Post-campaign, Webb argued that ecology ‘must involve itself in the dirty 

business of politics’ and community action.

 This was a clear stand against the idea 

of ‘controlled exploitation’, which was still alive and well in science and politics, 

as the first aim of Mather’s draft Bill demonstrated.  

241 He put forward an ecological 

reason for this: ‘an understanding of community dynamics is an indispensable 

first step in monitoring, restoring and improving the total environment.’ 242

                                                        
239 L.J. Webb, ‘The Great Barrier Reef V: Tropical Rainforests’, Australian Fisheries, 
(January 1971), pp. 16-18 in Len Webb Collection Popular Ecological Publications, Box 
68, Folder 302, Griffith University. 

 

240 Len Webb, ‘the Plight of the Plant Ecologist’, address given at the Ecology of 
Australian Ecology Symposium held by the Australia and New Zealand Association for 
the Advancement of Science (ANZAAS) in Brisbane, May 1971, p. 3, Len Webb Collection, 
Unpublished Papers and Reports, Box 158, folder 161, Griffith University. 
241 Len Webb, ‘the Plight of the Plant Ecologist’, address given at the Ecology of 
Australian Ecology Symposium held by ANZAAS in Brisbane, May 1971, p. 8, Len Webb 
Collection, Unpublished Papers and Reports, Box 158, folder 161, Griffith University. 
242 Len Webb, ‘the Plight of the Plant Ecologist’, address given at the Ecology of 
Australian Ecology Symposium held by ANZAAS in Brisbane, May 1971, p. 6, Len Webb 
Collection, Unpublished Papers and Reports, Box 158, folder 161, Griffith University. 
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Furthermore, to make value judgments about the health of landscapes, ecologists 

would have to enter the ‘emotional terrain of ethics’. They would have to develop 

intuition about ‘the cultural landscape’, which was, he said, ‘the political climate, 

the economic substrate, and the moral topography’.243

The Usefulness of the Lay Movement 

 Webb’s earlier philosophy 

was vindicated by the Great Barrier Reef campaign. Following it, he argued again 

for the politicization of, and introduction of emotion and morality into the 

scientific discipline. But he also refined his views on the public and their 

relationship to the conservationist movement. He now moved beyond a simple 

promotion of educating the wider public on the need for conservation, towards a 

broader argument that public feeling, as it existed, should be studied and 

monitored by ecologists to achieve an understanding of the total environment. 

The campaign for the Reef also had a visible effect in shaping and re-

confirming Wright’s conservationist philosophy. Wright became more adamant 

about the importance of the lay movement and lay enthusiasts in struggles to 

conserve the environment. She argued for the importance of appealing publicly 

to people’s sentiment, and stirring up action to force governments to think about, 

and act on ecologically based arguments about the need for conservation. In 

1971, she wrote to Professor J.R. Burton in Natural Resources at UNE, criticizing 

his attacks on the ‘lay conservation movement’. In opposition to him, Wright saw 

the recent lay interest in conservation and the environment as useful and 

important, because people’s feeling and caring were able to move governments 

                                                        
243 Len Webb, ‘the Plight of the Plant Ecologist’, address given at the Ecology of 
Australian Ecology Symposium held by ANZAAS in Brisbane, May 1971, p. 8, Len Webb 
Collection, Unpublished Papers and Reports, Box 158, folder 161, Griffith University. 
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into action.244 Referring to the Great Barrier Reef campaign, Wright argued that 

it was lay movements that succeeded in moving governments and departments 

due to a threat of lost votes. This kind of movement was needed because current 

legislation always assumed the correctness of exploitation over preservation. It 

was also needed because government did not yet employ the advice of people 

trained in environmental management.245

Wright wanted to raise Burton’s awareness on the background and 

motivation of the campaign to obtain a Royal Commission on oil drilling in the 

Great Barrier Reef. She drew his attention to the fact that the Resolution carried 

by the ACF on the Great Barrier Reef, was a result of the work of conservationists 

at a lay level.

  

246 Here she was of course referring to John Busst, a ‘layperson’ who 

was motivated by concern, and ‘caring’. Were it not for him, the 

recommendations of the ACF would not have been taken up pragmatically by 

parliament. In Wright’s view, when up against entrenched government and 

monetary interests, ‘change is a matter of high pressure’.247

However, she also pointed out to Burton that her campaign was based on 

informed biological advice. Because the issue of Reef conservation was firmly 

based on scientific grounds, it was acceptable to emotionalise the issue in public: 

this had to be done to force governments to examine environmental issues. Thus, 

she wrote to Burton, ‘I have aroused public concern, and on this my conscience is 

  

                                                        
244 Letter from Judith Wright to Professor J.R. Burton at the University of New England, 1 
April 1971, in Clarke and McKinney eds., With Love and Fury, pp. 218-219. 
245 Letter from Judith Wright to Professor J.R. Burton at the University of New England, 1 
April 1971, in Clarke and McKinney eds., With Love and Fury, p. 219. 
246 Letter from Judith Wright to Professor J.R. Burton at the University of New England, 1 
April 1971, in Clarke and McKinney eds., With Love and Fury, pp. 218-220. 
247 Letter from Judith Wright to Professor J.R. Burton at the University of New England, 1 
April 1971, in Clarke and McKinney eds., With Love and Fury, p. 219. 
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more than clear’.248 This letter, which emphasised the importance of emotion 

and caring in Wright’s concept of conservation, was a reiteration of her earlier 

views. As she wrote in 1968, ‘Somehow we must find ways of presenting the real 

issues, neither over-sensationally nor over-cautiously, so that the battle can be 

seen in its true light, as one for everybody- as personal’.249

Webb made a similar point when he spoke of ecology suddenly becoming 

an ‘in word’. In 1971 he noted: ‘Ecology in the abstract has begun to enjoy an 

enormous amount of goodwill among thinking people’. The question for Webb 

was if and how ecologists could learn to exploit this goodwill, without 

overselling ecology or under-rating it. As Webb put it, ‘ecology can all too easily 

become obsessed with pollution and the abuse of natural ecosystems at the 

expense of elucidating natural processes’. To refocus on the latter, Webb 

recommended more fieldwork, that is an ecological study network in all the 

major habitat types, so that the environmental consequences of technological 

activities could be identified and used to guide conservation planning and 

environmental management.

  

250

Fulfillment 

  

The really dramatic shift in government attitudes on the Reef came with 

the election of the Whitlam Labor government in October 1972. The WPSQ 

                                                        
248 Letter from Judith Wright to Professor J.R. Burton at the University of New England, 1 
April 1971, in Clarke and McKinney eds., With Love and Fury, p. 220. 
249 Judith Wright, ‘Nature is Much to Wreck’ in Judith Wright, Because I Was Invited 
(Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1975), p. 212: Lecture delivered to National Parks 
Association, Canberra 1968.  
250 Len Webb, ‘the Plight of the Plant Ecologist’, address given at the Ecology of 
Australian Ecology Symposium held by ANZAAS in Brisbane, May 1971, p. 7, Len Webb 
Collection, Unpublished Papers and Reports, Box 158, folder 161, Griffith University. 
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recorded at the time, ‘the spirits of conservationists everywhere must have 

jumped a number of notches with the elections and the sudden rush of action on 

conservation issues that followed’.251 The petroleum industry was an early target 

for reform, in a program that placed the national interest ahead of the previous 

Coalition promotion of private sector interests. 252  Reef issues became 

inextricably linked to this program, and legislation to declare Commonwealth 

sovereignty over the seas and submerged lands was introduced into parliament 

in May 1973.253

In the same month that the Commonwealth laid claim to the Reef, the 

Committee of Inquiry into the National Estate had its first meeting. Webb and 

Wright sat on this Committee that brought conservationist attention to both the 

built and natural environment.

 Undoubtedly, this action owed something to Busst’s earlier 

lobbying of Whitlam while he was in opposition.  

254

                                                        
251 Wildlife Preservation Society of Queensland Newsletter, No. 47 (February 1973), p.5, 
Mitchell Library. 

 This was appropriate for Webb, who had as 

252 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 343: The issue of constitutional 
authority over Australian waters was basic to this program of reversing the dominance 
of large transnational corporations and wealthy shareholders. 
253 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, pp. 343-344: The Bill was the Seas and 
Submerged Lands Bill. The Conservative Opposition put up some resistance by arguing 
for cooperation with the states, however the Bill was eventually passed with 
amendments in December 1973. Immediately, action was taken by all the six states to 
challenge the Commonwealth claim to sovereignty in the High Court. The case remained 
there for two years, until the court declared the Bill valid in 1975. Significantly, under 
Whitlam, Australia joined the IUCN, and was thus obliged to observe IUCN guidelines on 
the protection and preservation of nature and natural resources. This also happened in 
May 1973. Another relevant piece of legislation was the Petroleum and Mineral 
Authority Bill. This was designed to increase commonwealth equity in and control over 
the mining sector. After it passed, action was taken to obstruct the government’s 
legislative agenda: four of the non-Labor state governments began proceedings in the 
High Court to have the legislation invalidated. It was invalidated less than two years 
later.  
254 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, pp. 344-346: The Report on the National 
Estate welcomed the Australian Government’s announcement of its plan to introduce 
legislation to make the Great Barrier Reef a marine national park. While welcoming the 
recent announcement to exclude oil drilling from the area, what the Report 
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early as 1966, promoted the work of the National Trust and the conservation of 

man-modified, or developed and developing landscapes.255 The areas identified 

by the committee as clearly important world possessions under Australian 

guardianship included the Great Barrier Reef, the few remaining un-cleared 

areas of tropical rainforest, and the Quinkin art galleries of the Cape York 

Aborigines. It was noted that even these areas of world significance had achieved 

little in the way of effective forms of conservation protection, giving a rough 

yardstick of the dire state of conservation in Australia up to this time.256

The Report of the Royal Commission on oil drilling in the Great Barrier 

Reef came out in November 1974: the risk of blowouts was real, and ‘some 

measure of chronic spills would occur ranging from small to substantial.’

 

257 Like 

the Senate Committee before it, the Royal Commission’s Report stressed the ever 

more evident problem of the lack of scientific knowledge on the Reef.258

                                                                                                                                                               
recommended most strongly was the need to establish a statutory authority to control 
and administer the Reef. Clem Lloyd, The National Estate: Australia’s Heritage (Sydney: 
Cassell Australia, 1977), pp. 15-16: Whitlam began promoting the concept of the 
National Estate whilst in opposition, in 1969.  

 One 

central conclusion was that because there was as yet no reliable data on the 

effects of oil spills on coral ecosystems, ‘drilling should not be permitted on any 

255 Letter from Len Webb to John Busst, 28 July 1966, John Busst Collection, JBC/Corr/2, 
1966 General Conservation Issues, James Cook University: ‘Greater public consciousness 
has to develop which sees the whole problem of conservation broadly, not only in terms 
of habitat reserves and national parks, but in terms of conserving the beauty of 
developed and developing landscapes. The National Trust are doing a wonderful job of 
this in the Sydney district.’ L.J Webb and J.W.T Williams, ‘Synecology- Cinderella finds 
her coach’, New Scientist, 26 July 1973, p. 196, Len Webb Collection, Popular Ecological 
Publications, Box 68, Folder 298, Griffith University: Webb hoped that synecology could 
move forward by leaving behind aspects of the old natural history tradition, which 
neglected the study of man-modified communities in favour of natural ones. 
256 Judith Wright, ‘The Loss of the National Estate’ in Judith Wright, Going on Talking 
(Sydney: Butterfly Books, 1992), p. 69. 
257 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, pp. 348-350: Whitlam and Bjelke-Petersen 
released a press statement with a brief summary of the findings. 
258 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 350. 
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cay, island, reef, national park or marine park when declared’.259 The Report 

recommended the declaration of a marine park to cover most of the Reef 

province.260 Furthermore, the Commission strongly recommended that ‘a special 

statutory authority be established… for ecological protection and the control of 

research and development within the Great Barrier Reef Park’.261

In 1974, the task of implementing the recommendations of the Royal 

Commission fell to Dr. Don McMichael, the director of the Commonwealth 

Department of the Environment. McMichael was the marine expert who came to 

Busst’s aid in the Ellison Reef case, and he was just the man to classify the whole 

Reef a ‘marine park’. In The Last of Lands, he contributed a chapter that raised 

the idea.

 

262 In July 1974, an inter-departmental committee headed by McMichael 

recommended to the Minister for the newly formed Department of Environment 

and Conservation, that a ‘Great Barrier Reef Marine Park’ be established.263

                                                        
259 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 350. 

 On 

24 July 1974, cabinet decision 2383 authorised the drafting of legislation based 

on Patricia Mather’s concept of ‘a body corporate to be known as the Great 

260 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 350. 
261 Bowen and Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 351: The Queens Council representing 
the WPSQ, the GBRC, the ACF and the Save the Reef Committee urged the consideration 
of Patricia Mather’s draft bill as a first step in setting up a statutory authority. 
262 Don McMichael, ‘Marine National Parks and Reserves’ (1969), quoted in Bowen and 
Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 347: McMichael brought attention to the widespread 
ignorance of marine ecosystems. He highlighted the malpractice of regarding the sea as 
an inexhaustible resource for exploitation and recreation on the one hand, and on the 
other, as an inexhaustible and unpollutable dumping ground. He argued firstly for 
marine reserves: for fishery management purposes, scientific reference and the 
conservation of species. Secondly, he wanted marine parks: underwater and coastal 
landscape areas of scenic beauty. 
263 Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 348: With a large range of human activities already 
existing on the Reef, the concept of ‘multiple use’ was adopted as a basic principle for 
marine park management. 
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Barrier Reef Authority’. The ‘Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Bill’ passed into 

legislation on 20 June 1975.264

While Busst did not live to push his conservationist philosophy to its final 

operation in a statutory authority with control over the Great Barrier Reef 

Marine Park, he was indispensably instrumental in bringing about the possibility 

of such an authority. The Royal Commission would not have been established, 

and would not have made its recommendations for such an authority without 

Busst’s maneuverings. Webb’s desire that natural processes be elucidated by 

ecology was gratified by the recommendations of the Royal Commission, which 

highlighted the lack of scientific knowledge on the Reef, and strongly 

recommended that a special statutory authority be established, for ecological 

protection and the control of research and development within the Great Barrier 

Reef Marine Park. Webb’s proposal of the ‘sophisticated notion of non-use’, 

however, had to content itself with the more compromised concept of ‘multiple 

use’ as the guiding principle of the new statutory authority.

 

265

  

 Nonetheless 

victory was achieved to the extent that a balance had been struck: the outcome of 

the campaign showed that public and personal sentiment had been aroused in 

aid of elucidating natural processes. Environmental management was to be 

carried out with reference to the elucidations made by ecological research. 

                                                        
264 Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 348. 
265 Bowen, The Great Barrier Reef, p. 348: With a large range of human activities already 
existing on the Reef, the concept of ‘multiple use’ was adopted as a basic principle for 
marine park management. 
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Epilogue 

Conclusion and the Current Climate 

From the early days of their campaigning and the formulation of their 

philosophical positions, Busst, Wright and Webb never hesitated to fall back on 

the hard-headed justifications of economics in order to further the cause of 

environmental conservation. This was evident in Judith Wright’s first definition 

of conservation as wise use of natural resources for the purpose of securing 

national power. It was also apparent in Webb and Busst’s utilitarian arguments 

in favour of protecting rainforest as a potential goldmine of medicinal drugs, and 

a source of monetary income. The idea of achieving high-yield, sustainable 

production through protection was a key part of Len Webb’s early ideas on 

conservation. Thus by the time it came to fight to prevent mining of the Great 

Barrier Reef, the economic angle was already established. Collaboration with 

groups and individuals with a knowledge base in marine biology further 

generated the idea that parts of the Reef should be protected, as components of a 

wider ecological system that ensured the life of fish, an important food resource. 

The view that investigations of marine biology would be important work in the 

coming exploitation of oceans for food and resources was central to Busst’s 

lobbying to obtain a full marine scientific investigation of the Reef, and to set up 

a Research Centre for Tropical Marine Science in Townsville. Busst also relied on 

the argument that protecting the Reef for tourism would be more economically 

sensible than pursuing the ‘wasting asset’ of mining. However, it was clear that 

from the beginning, there co-existed a conservationist recognition that the value 
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of nature, which to our trio meant the enjoyment and understanding of its 

beautiful interdependencies, went beyond sheer tourism, or even the protection 

of an economic resource out of enlightened self-interest. Thus effecting change in 

government and public attitudes through active political campaigning and 

education was seen as the urgent task at hand. 

   The simpatico personalities of Judith Wright, Len Webb and John Busst 

were vital to a collaborative project to campaign generally for environmental 

conservation, rainforest conservation, and then specifically for the protection of 

the Great Barrier Reef. From the start, poetry was a thread linking the interests 

of all three. The young Webb and Busst recited Tennyson as they explored the 

metaphysical world together, imbued and inspired by the natural beauty of the 

North Queensland wilderness. Webb had surely been exposed to a professional 

milieu that discouraged such outpourings of sentimentality, especially as they 

related to the natural world. He was thankful to Wright, for pulling him back 

when he strayed over to the side of the dispassionate positivist scientist, a figure 

that dominated government science in the late 1960s. All three conservationists 

actively extolled sentiment and emotion, especially as they attempted to use 

public opinion as a weapon to challenge government inaction against mining and 

drilling of a natural treasure. 

The Great Barrier Reef was a unique piece of natural cultural heritage, 

that when threatened by destruction, was defended and prized by many for 

aesthetic reasons, for its biotic wondrousness. If it were not for the close 

relationship between the artist and the scientist, Busst’s introduction to the 

WPSQ, and the successful political and industrial campaign would likely never 
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have happened. Busst used his personal contacts, his background in law, and his 

ability to maneuver politically as he passionately strove to protect the beloved 

Reef. However, this passion was closely tied to Busst’s friendship with Webb, 

who helped Busst to develop his affinity for scientific romantic ideas. It was 

through the additional influence of Wright, the celebrated poet, that an 

affirmation of the importance of poetry and sentiment in the relationship 

between humans and the environment was forcefully made. This completed ‘the 

jumping together’.  

The idea of setting up a Great Barrier Reef Marine Park came from both 

lay enthusiasts, and expert, marine scientists. Among the first in Australia to 

promote this idea was an underwater filmmaker, amateur naturalist and lover of 

beauty, Noel Monkman. While the idea was already being promoted overseas, in 

the United States, Monkman introduced it to other conservationists in the WPSQ. 

The young marine biology students in the Littoral Society contended that 

Australia had a unique opportunity to act in this area, and Don McMichael, an 

established expert, shared their views on the need to establish marine parks. No 

doubt these people and their ideas had an influence on another artist, John Busst, 

who set about formulating a plan for a Holt Memorial Park to cover large 

sections of the Reef. The idea of Marine Parks and Reserves thus reflected the 

ideas of the wider conservationist campaign and its philosophical arguments, 

encompassing both the practical economic resource management arguments and 

aesthetic arguments in favour of protecting the Reef. 

In the twenty-first century, the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority 

(GBRMPA) is the largest reef management organization of its kind in the world. 
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Thanks to a history of good management, low population density, and the 

remoteness of most of its Reefs, the Great Barrier Reef has been preserved as one 

of the most beautiful, and unspoiled marine environments in the world.266 

However, threats to its continued healthy existence remain. A wide array of solid 

science has predicted that the demise of the Great Barrier Reef and most other 

coral reefs, first from mass bleaching and then from irreversible acidification, 

will occur in this century if anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions are not 

drastically curbed within a decade. The former Chief Scientist of the Australian 

Institute of Marine Sciences and winner of the Darwin medal, Charlie Veron, has 

thus described The Reef as ‘the ocean’s canary’, whose death will signal that the 

world has placed itself in a fatally dangerous environment.267

The vexing problem of the crown of thorns starfish has remained 

unsolved to this day, and degraded water quality in the coastal zones is another 

source of damage. Even in the face of global climate change, these issues should 

not be neglected: coral communities weakened by mass bleaching and other 

stresses from climate changes will be less able to recover when weakened by 

other sources of damage.

 

268

                                                        
266 J.E.N Veron, A Reef in Time, (The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press: 
Massachusetts, 2008), p. 48. 

 Yet unlike localized threats of damage, the impacts 

that the Reef is about to experience from climate change are now beyond the 

control of GBRMPA and Australia. The solution to this problem is more elusive 

than the localized problem of damage from oil spills because addressing global 

climate change will depend on policy decisions made outside Australia, perhaps 

in Beijing, or Washington D.C. Moreover, there is a lack of international 

267 Veron, A Reef in Time, pp. 221-232, International Society for Reef Studies, Darwin 
Medal, <http://www.coralreefs.org/darwin-medal.htm>, retrieved 29 September 2011. 
268 Veron, A Reef in Time, p. 51, 231. 

http://www.coralreefs.org/darwin-medal.htm�
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willingness to confront the unstoppable processes that could bring on an 

extinction event unseen for sixty-five million years. 269 Almost all articles 

published in respected scientific journals accept climate change as established 

fact.270 However, unlike the experience of the late 1960s, the media has played a 

negative role when it comes to saving the Great Barrier Reef, and the wider 

environment, by giving a large voice to an increasingly small minority of climate 

skeptics.271

It is an opportune time to look back on the experience of the Great Barrier 

Reef in the late 1960s, when a malaise of civilization, not wholly unconnected to 

the one we face now, threatened it.  Conservationists at that time warned not to 

leave things until too late, and they called for education, and a massive 

reallocation of investment. The same thing is needed today, although on a global, 

inter-governmental scale. How can people be convinced to change their 

lifestyles, and to reduce their energy consumption? How can pressure be placed 

on governments to act to reduce consumption in public arenas, and fund energy 

research? It is both helpful and inspiring to look back to the lives, thoughts and 

actions of conservationists such as Judith Wright, Len Webb, and John Busst to 

  

                                                        
269 Veron, A Reef in Time, p. 47, 221, 227, International Society for Reef Studies, Darwin 
Medal, <http://www.coralreefs.org/darwin-medal.htm>, retrieved 29 September 2011: 
For much of his working life – especially in recent years - Veron has been deeply 
involved in the planning activities of international, government, and non-government 
conservation organisations. 
270 Veron, A Reef in Time, p. 226. 
271 Veron, A Reef in Time, p. 227. Elizabeth H. Campbell, ‘Corporate Power: The Role of 
the Global Media in Shaping What We Know About the Environment’, in Kenneth A. 
Gould and Tammy L. Lewis eds., Twenty Lessons in Environmental Sociology (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2009), pp. 69-70: Campbell posits that the debate about global 
warming, driven by corporate interests and crafted by powerful think tanks and public 
relations firms, has largely centered on whether or not it is a problem. Campbell 
concludes that widespread public concern over this issue is not translating into 
government action, in part because the issue cannot be seriously debated and better 
understood by the mainstream media. 

http://www.coralreefs.org/darwin-medal.htm�
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answer these questions. As then, the awareness of those in government, and in 

the wider population outside the scientific arena needs to be raised. Questions of 

aesthetics, morality, education, public awareness, and understanding community 

dynamics have remained as significant for the environment as the pioneering 

conservationists of the late sixties and early seventies first thought. It is an 

opportune time to consider the interdisciplinary approaches that were taken to 

these questions, and to think about how support can be mustered to confront the 

threats to the Great Barrier Reef in the current era.  
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