
Another governance blunder in the making? 

 

There is a curious entry in the list of capital works itemised in the Norfolk Island Regional 

Council’s 2023-24 Operational Plan, published in The Norfolk Islander on 15 April 2023. The 

entry reads “$2.5 M to develop a linked trail system for walking, mountain biking and adaptive 

use”. 

 

Proposals for recreational tracks on the Island are not new. The topic was mentioned in the 

Australian Conservation Foundation’s 1968 report and JG Mosley’s 2001 report. There are 

Island people today who have long been supporters of a “Great Norfolk Walk” to attract more 

tourists to the Island and widen the range of age groups who make the journey here. So why do 

I describe the allocation of money for this purpose as “curious”? 

 

Primarily, it’s curious to see such a large quantum of public money allocated for a discretionary 

project at a time when the Council’s Interim Administration is talking up the need for 

“financial sustainability” and dismissing local staff to save money. 

 

So in this column, I wish to outline the procedure that a prudent Interim Administration 

concerned about budget sustainability might follow in dealing with this long-standing, but only 

half-formed proposal, before including it in the annual budget. 

 

Probably the first step would be to consult the Council of Elders, chief custodian of cultural 

heritage, about whether a manufactured attraction would fit with the ambience of the Island, 

embracing a distinctive heritage that is arguably the primary reason why tourists come here 

now. I am reliably informed that this consultation didn’t happen. 

 

The second step would be to approach Norfolk Island People for Democracy, as the Island 

voice with the largest number of members, to advise on how such a project might be ranked in 

a list of priority capital works projects that would improve life for the population. I am reliably 

informed that such consultation did not happen. 

 

Next step would be to approach Rabbit, the proprietor of the Island’s bicycle shop, as to 

whether his business would be able and willing to service a new clientele. (Rabbit is an expert 

bicycle mechanic who is contracted by Shimano to service international bicycle meets). I am 

reliably informed that he was not consulted. 

 

It would be important to canvass the business sector to ascertain where such a facility might fit 

within the marketing profile that the Island wishes to present to potential visitors. I am reliably 

informed that consultation with the Accommodation and Tourism Association did not happen. 

 

Next step would be to approach the Island’s naturalists, represented by the Norfolk Island Flora 

and Fauna Society, as to whether the conflict between a clifftop bike path and nesting seabirds 

– colonies of which are one of Norfolk Island’s gifts to the world – could be managed 

satisfactorily. I am reliably informed that this consultation did not happen. 

 

If it had happened, the Council would have been advised that the breeding of seabirds along the 

cliff edges could be severely affected. The boobies and other seabirds are very sensitive to 

disturbance, and having regular presence of humans (even 50m away) could be enough to 

cause them to abandon their nests - eggs and chicks. 

 

If the Interim Administration still wanted to press ahead, the logical next step would be to 

formalise and broaden consultation with the Island, including landowners concerned about 

trespass and invasion of privacy, experts in cultural heritage, sportspeople and the other public 

authorities. The orthodox method of doing that would be to commission a ‘scoping study’ that 



would indicate whether the proposal could be a goer and would identify pitfalls that needed in-

depth assessment. The scoping study would consider whether a new trail should be built to suit 

bushwalkers, the disabled, road cyclists, mountain bikies or e-scooters, as these are all different 

categories of user preferring tracks constructed to different specifications. I personally know of 

several Island residents who would be competent to compile such a scoping study. An 

advertisement in The Norfolk Islander offering a fee of say $50 per hour with a budget of two 

weeks plus petrol allowance, say $4,500, with accommodation and airfares not required, would 

probably reel in a couple of bidders. 

 

I presume that such a low-cost, low-overheads consultancy did not happen, because having 

apparently bypassed the investigatory steps suggested above, Council appointed external 

consultants, not only a Tasmanian firm specialising in trails, but also a different firm to prepare 

a business case, even though there had been no decision to endorse the project. 

 

I trawled through the Council’s meeting papers for 2022 but couldn’t find an officers’ report 

leading to approval of the consultancy. I’m not alleging that there was no such report, as I was 

not able to get the search engine on the Council’s website to work properly. If there were a 

report, no doubt the foreman of the outdoor gang would have warned about the need to cover 

the cost of maintaining such a track. Cliff edges erode and safety would be a major issue. 

Infrastructure deteriorates more quickly in this exposed location, especially under heavy rain 

storms. A significant annual budget would be needed indefinitely to prevent scouring and 

safety hazards. 

 

During his evidence to the recent parliamentary committee hearings, Interim Administrator Mr 

Colreavy promoted the existence of three Advisory Committees as evidence of his 

administration’s active consultation with the Norfolk Island community. The claim is phoney. 

 

Why do I say so? First, the committees have not been given a mandate (either by NIRC or the 

Council of Elders), or the resources, to gather feedback from the community and funnel it to 

the Council. Second, on 1 March, Council hosted a briefing between the three committees and 

the consultants, but by that date, consultants had already been engaged. So much for relying on 

these committees for advice! 

 

On 5 March I wrote to the relevant Council manager asking whether an officers’ assessment 

was in the public domain, whether the consultancies had been advertised at public tender and 

what were the costs. I also asked whether the 1 March briefing was intended to be confidential 

or could be discussed with the Island. As of 17 May, more than 10 weeks later, I have had no 

substantive response, despite prompts. Slowness in responding to correspondence is a tell-tale 

symptom of a failing administration. 

 

It takes a special kind of chutzpah for the Interim Administration to scorn the previous elected 

members for alleged poor financial competence, as it did in its evidence to the Joint Standing 

Committee, while displaying such noteworthy managerial incompetence itself. 
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