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The Primitive Area dispute of 1958-65 is a seminal episode in the development of a nature
conservation philosophy in Australia. Led by the Australian Academy of Science (AAS) and
informed by detailed and growing understanding of the specifics of ecology in the Australian Alps,
the debate was a turning point in thinking about land use in the mountain catchments. This article
examines the conflicts behind the scenes, within the AAS, between the AAS and the Snowy
Mountains Hydro-Electric Authority (SMA), and within the SMA. It argues that the scientists’
conflict with the SMA over plans for the summit area of Mount Kosciusko (now Kosciuszko) not
only established ecology as a scientific basis for conservation thinking: It foreshadowed the current
idea that management of a healthy country involves recognition of the links between aesthetic and
scientific thinking. In this respect science had and still has the capacity to offer alternative visions
to the community about the relationship between natural resource management and land health.
An important element of modern environmentalism is community acceptance that broad
ecological processes underpin sustainable landscapes. Growing concern about catchment health
may well see renewed appreciation of the links between the ecological function of mountain
catchments and their aesthetic and recreational value.
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