Stage 2 Outdoor Education

Assessment Component 4: Investigation

Should management systems have the sole responsibility for care of the Port Noarlunga / Southport sand dunes?
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Introduction

This heritage listed sand dune system is part of the Onkaparinga Estuary Aquatic Reserve.  When kayaking along the beach and the river estuary I considered this area to be pristine.

Closer investigation of this dune system, I discovered a sizable area of the central sand dunes were badly affected by current recreational human use, resulting in badly eroded bare sand dunes. I was annoyed by this destruction, as these dunes are protected as part of a reserve. This Aquatic Reserve that includes dunes, beaches and reefs, has important conservational value, and have ‘mythological and archaeological significance for the Aboriginal community’ (DENS, 1997). A sandhill trail through the dunes is ‘signed to retrace the local history and opens on to the Tjilbruke Dreaming Trail that captures the Aboriginal essence of the area’ (Travelmate).
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Human activity seems to be pushing the limits to manage a sustainable development of  this fragile coastal environment, prompting me to consider do all user groups value this sand dune system; do different user groups care for their environment, and are management strategies effective for different user groups? 

My research included personal observations along with

· interviews, including e-mail, with an Onkaparinga Council environmental officer, a member of the Southport Noarlunga Coastcare Group, the owner of a local surf shop, and a survey of  twelve recreational users who were fishing, or walking in the area when I was there
· information gathered from the Onkaparinga Council, Coastal Protection Agencies, other relevant environmental agencies and authorities.

I was unable to gather opinions from lifesavers, surfers, or sand boarders, as the time of my visit was late autumn, and there was a lack of recreational users in the area (see figures 1, 2). Two people I surveyed in the surf shop knew others that had used the dunes for sand boarding. 

How important is this sand dune system?

Dune system acts as a ‘buffer protecting the land behind from salt water intrusion’ (Queensland Parks and Wildlife Service), sheltering nearby residential areas from strong winds. They also provide a sense of escape from nearby suburbia, and provide quiet areas to enjoy the spectacular coastline, blue waters and surf. Importantly the dune systems replenish beach sand to provide one of Adelaide’s cleanest water quality beaches (Department of Environment and Heritage, Coasts and the Sea).
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Figure 1: Beach view from dune near Southport Beach

Vegetated dunes play an important role in coastal processes and protection. Sand dunes develop complex plant systems when protected from salt water, spay and strong winds, and provide shelter to native animals including lizards, skinks, and small birds.

The Environmental Protection Agency, Queensland Government states
‘Plants play a vital role in this process, acting as a windbreak and trapping the deposited sand particles. A characteristic of these plants is their ability to grow up through the sand and continually produce new stems and roots as more sand is trapped and the dune grows’. 
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Figure 2: Dune vegetation providing protection to river and beach areas at Southport
The importance of the sand dunes systems along Adelaide’s metropolitan beaches was poorly understood during last century. Before European land use ‘the dunes system ranged in height up to 15m and averaged a width of between 200 and 300 metres’ (DENR, 1997, page 12)

Since the 1920’s extensive housing development destroyed the complex dune systems that provided sand for the stretches of Adelaide’s beaches as dunes were cleared for houses built too close to the water-line.  Severe storms in the 1940’s and 1950’s resulting in some beaches being washed away, and today artificial maintenance and expensive beach replenishment strategies maintain many metropolitan beaches. DENR, (1997, page iii) states Brighton beach was replenished with 600,00m3 of sand.

My observations indicate that the Port Noarlunga/Southport sand dunes must be important to most users: I noticed no litter in the area, with users applying sound environmental practices. However it appeared that some users do trek through the sand dunes destroying fragile vegetation, evident by the removal of some protective fencing. This has left broken fence wires, creating an unexpected risk for users, particularly children. (see Figure 3)
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Figure 3: High water line and human activity can damage dunes and its vegetation

All the local users surveyed indicated that the sand dunes improve the sand quality along the beach, and were pleased that this beach did not need convoys of trucks off-loading sand, and 80% commented that dune vegetation has improving.

Two beach fishermen commented:

‘the area has improved greatly over the last few years, there is less sand in the river and the dunes are better protected with grasses’ and 

‘most people look after the dunes and keep to the trails, a few kids who sand board need to go somewhere else, or use their boards in the water, or start fishing!
How are damaging human interactions such as sand boarding, impacting on the dune system?

This area supports a variety of recreational activities including estuary and beach fishing, surfing, swimming, as well as yearly tourist attractions such as state surf life saving carnivals.  Most of the dunes are well kept walking tracks, and a high level of native vegetation maintaining a stable dune system.  (see figure 4)
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The City of Onkaparinga promotes a walking trail around and through the sand hills that

leads up to a high point among heritage-listed sand-dunes where a 360º view of the surrounding area can be enjoyed.

Figure 4
Map 1: Map of Walking Trail
(Onkaparinga Council)

This information encourages walkers to take an interest in sighting local flora

grasses such as coast fescue, sand spinifex, marram grass, succulent pigface and sea rocket. 
Most of this trail is protected by well kept fencing, with some signage instructing people to keep to the paths. 

In some areas damaged fences (figure 5) and poor signs (figure 6) encourage human interactions that result in destruction to fragile vegetation that sustains a very low carrying capacity. 


Figure 5 Human interaction damages dune vegetation
Figure 6 Poor signage
Results of high impact human interaction from sand boarding, signed as prohibited, are evident in an area of central dunes, where damage to the vegetation have left bare dunes vulnerable to wind erosion, creating blowouts.(see figures 7, 8)

Sand blown landward from the beach is no longer trapped by dune vegetation and is free to blow inward and is lost to the dune system (Beach Protection Authority, Queensland Government. Leaflet 5)
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Figure 7 and 8: Damaged sand dunes resulting in unstable sand mass blow inland by sea winds
The Southport Coastcare facilitator discussed with me the urgent need for dune repair and the need to improve community and school education programs, adding ‘unless these blowouts are repaired, they will increase in size, and could lead to the erosion to the beach’.

The surf-shop owner said ‘only some sandboarding is done by local kids, often kids from other districts including visiting back packers ask about sand boarding on these dunes’. Two young people in the surf-shop said ‘the area needed a skate board park, or a sand boarding area in the dunes available this activity is exciting, challenging and free’.

I found sandboarding promoted through youth web sites, with Extreme tourist stating

South Australia has a heap of dunes to go sand boarding on, so you’ll have the pick of the bunch when you come here. …If you’re closer to the city, there are some nice dunes on the beaches around Adelaide.  You’ll also find great spots at Noarlunga,(sic) Southport

Such promotion of sand boarding (as a no cost activity) highlights the need for participants and promoters of recreational using natural environments to demonstrate greater awareness of how human interactions impact on a fragile environment. If individuals continue to consider natural environments as a resource to use for personal gain eg excitement, fun, and not consider themselves as part of an environmental system, then management strategies are going to continue to be at odds with some users, and supported at high expense by the broader community.
To what extent are coastal management strategies providing for a sustainable sand dune system? 

Coastal management strategies in the Onkaparinga district involve the Department for Environment and Heritage working closely with the local council, and volunteer coastal protection groups to implement the Living Coast Strategy. One of its principles includes:

· Ecologically Sustainable Development is fundamental to the long-term conservation and productivity of coastal, estuarine and marine environment.  
Evidence of existing strategies aiming to conserve the sand dune systems, established earlier in this report to be so important in the conservation of the beaches at Port Noarlunga / Southport, include 

· re-vegetation of sand dunes supported by local Coastcare groups

· access trails along the river and through the sand dunes

· fencing of these walking trails to restrict access

· signage to assist in educating recreation users about the fragile nature of dune systems. 
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Figure 9: Council signs banning sand boarding
The Southcoast Coastal-Care facilitator supported these plans, and commented that ‘any funding to construct better public coastal walking trails, will assist in managing a balance between recreation use and conservation values’.

To strength these strategies, a community consultation for a Foreshore Access Plan involved wide community consultation for plans to upgrading the Port Noarlunga/Southport dune trail with more boardwalks and steps for steep gradients areas.

These strategies zone and filter movement away from the fragile dune vegetation allowing environmental groups to repair and care for the environment while creating natural habitats for native animals.

Environmental expenses for the City of Onkaparinga ensure ‘a balance within our ecosytems by ensuring that individual elements are managed and sustained’ (Creating our Future 2002-2005). 

Predicted expenses for sand dune management, prepared by Rust PPK Pty Ltd (1997) state:

Management plan for the whole Onkaparinga Estuary
$  80,000

Signage identifying the importance of the Onkaparinga Estuary & dunes
$    2,600

Chain and board walking path, access control, drift fencing, signage
$240,000

Access control fencing
$  22,000

Outdoor classroom providing hands on experience and education
$    5,500

Drift fencing

$  19,500

Sand stabilisation & erosion control program
$  35,000

Revegetation program & removal of pest plants
$  30,000

Directional signage at all access points
$    2,450

Signage to assist in preventing harmful use of the Onkaparinga Estuary
$    2,700

Development of a designated sandboarding area
$    3,000

Total
$442,750

Although these figures included projected expenses for a designated sandboarding area, this has not happened. When reviewing these figures, I initially thought “that’s good” this money should be diverted to education programs, as sand boarding is an extremely destructive activity in this dune system.
However, it was pointed out to me by the council environmental officer that sand boarding has been an on-going problem, is very difficult to control or remove, and some changes to management practices may have to be explored as an alternative to banning sand boarding. 

It was discussed that repair of all damaged dunes areas cannot be made in one year, as this is outside a one year budget, and repair work will be competed in sections. This strategy could allow for some access to the dunes for sandboarding.  If this provision is made, I would expect an access board and chain walkway be build from the beach, similar to the walkway from the Onkaparinga River to the Southport Surf Club, 
(see Figure 10)
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Figure 10: wooden walk way and well kept wire fencing to surf club and Southport beach
This strategy may meet the demands of sand boarders, and allow for on-going repairs of the eroded dunes.

Conclusion


If sand boarding is managed in consultation with community groups including sand boarders, a sustainable outcome for the environment may be achieved for users and strategic planners.  If environmental managers can select an area of already damaged dunes where impact of blowouts is low, this consideration may in the short lead to greater environmental awareness for a small groups of users. 

Recommendations that I would consider include 

· a yearly budget consistent with the cost of a beach frontage house ($800,000)

· community awareness programs that highlight the risk to the environment of high impact activities 

· local environmental groups working with groups that promote sand boarding as an extreme sports 

· hands on schools educational programs that integrate practical experiences with Coastcare.

These recommendations may lead to a decline in recreational activities that have high risks to our environment. If different groups in communities are consulted and their opinions valued then all user groups may be encouraged to care for ‘our environment’ resulting in sustainable land practices.
Word count: 1992
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Performance Standards for Stage 2 Outdoor Education

	
	Practical Knowledge and Skills
	Investigation and Critical Analysis
	Reflection and Evaluation
	Communication

	A
	Proactive and focused use of highly proficient outdoor skills, with sustained and astute risk and safety management in complex situations.

Significant initiative, self-reliance, and leadership, and a consistently high level of responsibility in individual and/or group activities.

Consistent and constructive application of the most appropriate strategies to ensure the sustainable use of natural environments.

Comprehensive and insightful planning for a self-reliant expedition, and/or contribution to planning an outdoor journey.
	Discerning critical analysis of activities and effective strategies for the sustainable use of natural environments.
Insightful investigation and perceptive critical analysis of environmental issues or experiences.

Perceptive explanation of the technical, interpersonal, and risk and safety management skills needed for a self-reliant expedition and/or an outdoor journey.
	Insightful reflection on emotional and cognitive responses to a self-reliant expedition and/or an outdoor journey.

Meaningful evaluation of the student’s own knowledge and understanding of, and relationship with, natural environments.

Highly sophisticated evaluation of personal and group risk and safety management practices.
	Sophisticated expression of ideas, opinions, and information in a variety of forms, using appropriate language.

Fluent and logical structure and presentation of a report.

Comprehensive and effective recording of relevant planning, data, and observations.

	B
	Active and well-considered use of proficient outdoor skills, with consistent and effective risk and safety management in various situations.

Sound initiative, self-reliance, and leadership, and a mostly high level of responsibility in individual and/or group activities.

Well-considered application of appropriate strategies to ensure the sustainable use of natural environments.

Detailed and thoughtful planning for a self-reliant expedition, and/or contribution to planning an outdoor journey.
	Thoughtful critical analysis of activities and effective strategies for the sustainable use of natural environments.

Well-considered investigation and thoughtful critical analysis of environmental issues or experiences.

Thoughtful explanation of the technical, interpersonal, and risk and safety management skills needed for a self-reliant expedition and/or an outdoor journey.
	Thoughtful reflection on emotional and cognitive responses to a self-reliant expedition and/or an outdoor journey.

Logical evaluation of the student’s own knowledge and understanding of, and relationship with, natural environments.

Detailed evaluation of personal and group risk and safety management practices.
	Detailed expression of ideas, opinions, and information in a variety of forms, mostly using appropriate language.

Well-structured and clear presentation of a report.

Detailed recording of relevant planning, data, and observations.

	C
	Some active and considered use of outdoor skills, with competent and appropriate risk and safety management.

Appropriate initiative, self-reliance, and responsibility, and some leadership in individual and/or group activities.

Competent application of appropriate strategies to ensure the sustainable use of natural environments.

Generally organised and appropriate planning for a self-reliant expedition, and/or contribution to planning an outdoor journey.
	Competent critical analysis of activities and strategies for the sustainable use of natural environments.

Informed investigation and considered critical analysis of environmental issues or experiences.

Considered explanation of the technical, interpersonal, and risk and safety management skills needed for a self-reliant expedition and/or an outdoor journey.
	Competent reflection on emotional or personal and some cognitive responses to a self-reliant expedition and/or an outdoor journey.
Generally thoughtful evaluation of the student’s own knowledge and understanding of, and relationship with, natural environments.

Considered evaluation of personal and group risk and safety management practices.
	Usually appropriate expression of ideas, opinions, and information in a variety of forms, generally using appropriate language.

Mostly organised and clear presentation of a report.

Mostly clear recording of relevant planning, data, and observations.

	D
	Basic outdoor skills with aspects of risk and safety management.

Some initiative or responsibility in individual or group activities.

Some application of one or more basic strategies to ensure the sustainable use of natural environments.

Some endeavour to appropriately plan for a self-reliant expedition, and/or to contribute to planning an outdoor journey.
	Some description of activities and strategies for the sustainable use of natural environments.

Some identification and analysis of environmental issues or experiences with some relevance.

Restricted explanation of the technical, interpersonal, and risk and safety management skills needed for a self-reliant expedition and/or an outdoor journey.
	Basic reflection on emotional and personal responses to a self-reliant expedition and/or an outdoor journey.

Superficial reflection on the student’s own knowledge and understanding of, and relationship with, natural environments.

Some identification and discussion of personal and group risk and safety management practices.
	Some appropriate expression of ideas, opinions, and information, occasionally using appropriate language.

Presentation of the elements of a report.

Some recording of planning, data, and observations.

	E
	Limited outdoor skills with an attempt at aspects of risk or safety management.

Limited responsibility during individual or group activities.

Attempted application of one or more strategies to ensure the sustainable use of natural environments.

Emerging skills in planning a self-reliant expedition, and/or in contributing to planning an outdoor journey.
	Limited description of an activity or strategy for the sustainable use of natural environments.

Attempted identification or description of environmental issues or experiences.

Undeveloped identification of the technical, interpersonal, and risk and safety management skills needed for a self-reliant expedition and/or an outdoor journey.
	Brief communication of personal responses to a self-reliant expedition and/or an outdoor journey.

Some description of the student’s own knowledge and understanding of, and relationship with, natural environments.

Attempted description of personal or group risk and safety management practices.
	Expression of some emerging ideas, opinions, or information, with some attempted use of appropriate language. 

Emerging presentation skills.

Limited recording of planning, data, and observations


Broken fence encourages human activity





Wire fencing now needs to be lifted 





Well maintained fencing along sand dune track





General assessment comments





Investigation and Critical Analysis 


Demonstrates a detailed and in-depth understanding of a contemporary environmental issue.


Clear and well-informed explanation of the environmental implications of the issue was given.


A range of management strategies and practices are examined though this could have been done in greater depth.


Clearly distinguishes between relevant and irrelevant data. 





Reflection and Evaluation


There is limited articulation of emotional and cognitive responses to being in a natural environment, and the personal; connections with the natural environment are not explored.


Logically evaulates own knowledge and understanding of, and relationship with, natural environments.





Communication


Expresses ideas and opinions clearly and integrates ideas, and opinions from various primary and secondary sources.


The structure is clear and logical, though ideas and arguments could have been developed more fully to a logical conclusion by more careful editing.


Maps and other visual material are used very effectively.


Referencing is used effectively.





Overall Comments


Within the word limit, a sound argument has been presented for preservation of the dunes, although the main guiding question is never directly answered. Would have been better to identify the management systems referred to in the introduction. The term “environmental managers” as used in the conclusion is also vague. 


Has demonstrated a high standard of achievement against the criteria. There is a good balance of primary and secondary sources that are well documented. There is a clear record of the investigation process.





Map of walking trail removed for copyright reasons.








Communication


Sophisticated expression of ideas, opinions, and information in a variety of forms, using appropriate language.





Communication


Comprehensive and effective recording of relevant planning, data, and observations.





Investigation and Critical Analysis


Insightful investigation and perceptive critical analysis of environmental issues or experiences.





Reflection and Evaluation Logically evaluates own knowledge and understanding of, and relationship with, natural environments.








Investigation and Critical Analysis


Discerning critical analysis of activities and effective strategies for the sustainable use of natural environments.





Reflection and Evaluation Competent reflection on emotional or personal and some cognitive responses to a self-reliant expedition and/or an outdoor journey.
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