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Abstract 

A proposal to inscribe the Victorian Goldfields on the World Heritage List, which was 
featured at a booth and in a presentation at the ICOMOS General Assembly and Scientific 
Symposium (GA2023), is considerably further advanced. In late January 2025 the 
Australian government placed the Victorian Goldfields on the UNESCO World Heritage 
Tentative List. A serial listing consisting of component parts across a wide area of Victoria 
has been crafted in a developing partnership between the Victorian Government, fifteen 
local governments, four Registered Aboriginal Parties and other Traditional Owners. 
The focus over the last two years has been on preparing the Tentative List submission, 
developing the nomination dossier and garnering widespread support. This has occurred 
concurrently with three specific initiatives: (1) a deep and collaborative engagement with 
First Peoples, in line with the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (UNDRIP) and recent updates to the World Heritage Operational Guidelines; (2) a 
gender equity approach including demonstrating how Victoria’s goldfields represent the 
significant role of women and children; and (3) a comprehensive World Heritage Master 
Plan, which sets out a sustainable approach to tourism, community engagement and 
partnerships. The Master Plan provides planned steps towards and beyond World Heritage 
listing to bring lasting benefits to local communities and reinforce the Victorian Goldfields 
proposed Outstanding Universal Value. This article explores these three initiatives, the 
approaches taken, the results of this work and provides commentary that seeks to draw 
together critical lessons for new approaches to World Heritage listing proposals.  

Situating the property

The Victorian Goldfields was added to Australia’s World Heritage Tentative List on 28 January 
2025. The announcement was jointly made by the then Australian Environment Minister 
Plibersek and Victorian Premier Allan at a media event in Bendigo on 31 January.  Minister 
Plibersek stated in her media release that: 

The Victorian Goldfields tell so many stories. Of waves of immigration. Of building 
beautiful towns from a harsh landscape, that have stood the test of time. Of the local 
First Nations people who cared for and tended the land for tens of thousands of 
years. It is the most extensive, coherent and best-surviving goldrush landscape in the 
world. (Commonwealth of Australia 2025).

The proposed listing applies a serial listing approach with a core narrative in the nomination 
focusing on the mining, cultural and social story of the global goldrushes in the second half of 
the nineteenth century as demonstrated in Victoria. The Tentative Listing is comprised of six 
nominated locations, three foreshadowed locations and possibly others - that with further 
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research may be added during the preparation of the full nomination. As work proceeds it is 
highly likely that further sites will be added. Such a process of adding to a serial listing at the 
Tentative List stage is common practice. The nine locations are listed in Table 1 and shown 
in Figure 1. 

Tentative Listed Locations

Castlemaine Goldfields and Historic Townships 

Creswick and the Deep Lead Landscape 

Bendigo Historic Urban Landscape

Great Nuggets Historic Landscape

Walhalla Alpine Mining Landscape 

Lalgambuk (Mount Franklin) 

Foreshadowed Locations 

Ballarat Historic Urban Landscape 

Beechworth Historic Township and Sluicing Landscape

Whroo and the Balclava Open Cut Mine 

Table 1: Victorian Goldfields World Heritage Tentative and Foreshadowed Listing

Figure 1: The location of the six listed and three foreshadowed locations identified in the Victorian Goldfields 
Tentative Listing. (Source: Authors)

Component areas on the Victorian Goldfields Tentative List
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Together these nine locations represent many of the diverse attributes of the Victorian 
Goldfields including, 

•	 pre-eminent alluvial diggings of the early major gold rushes, 
•	 an unparalleled example of rare deep lead mining, 
•	 one of the world’s most authentic opencut gold mines, 
•	 diggings that yielded the greatest concentration of the largest gold nuggets the world 

had ever known, 
•	 an unusual and rare mountain setting centred on Victoria’s richest gold mine, 
•	 world ranking examples of ‘instant’ gold cities and towns of the classic gold rush 

period, and 
•	 a landscape marker and settlement that evidences First Peoples’ connection to 

Country before, during and after the gold rushes. 

The proposal is based on satisfying two World Heritage criteria.

•	 Criterion (iv): be an outstanding example of a type of building, architectural or 
technological ensemble or landscape which illustrates (a) significant stage(s) in 
human history. The Victorian Goldfields landscape binds exceptional technological 
ensembles, distinctive gold rush architecture and extensive community infrastructure 
in an evolved series of interrelated systems. It represents the most extensive, coherent 
and best-surviving goldrush landscape, anywhere, 

•	 Criterion (vi): be directly or tangibly associated with events or living traditions, 
with ideas, or with beliefs, with artistic and literary works of outstanding universal 
significance.  Victorian Goldfields is directly associated with the transnational gold 
rushes from 1849-1900, including the outcomes of mass migration, such as the 
cultural sharing by the migrants that occurred during this period, and how it helped 
to shape nations such as Australia. 

Following the Victorian Goldfields bid in hosting a booth and a session presentation at the 
ICOMOS General Assembly and Scientific Symposium (GA2023) in Sydney (31 August to 9 
September 2023), the project has focussed on developing the Tentative Listing submission, 
drafting the nomination dossier and increasing engagement with all rights holders and 
stakeholders. These steps have occurred concurrently with three important ongoing 
initiatives which have greatly strengthened the project.

1.	 extending the deep and collaborative engagement with First Peoples, 
2.	 a gender equity approach, and
3.	 preparation of a comprehensive World Heritage Master Plan. 

This article discusses the journey to Tentative Listing and explores these three initiatives, 
the approaches taken, the results of this work and provides commentary that seeks to draw 
together critical lessons for new approaches to World Heritage listing proposals.  

The journey to Tentative Listing

Pursuing World Heritage Listing can be a slow burn. A 35-year journey to Tentative Listing 
for the Victorian Goldfields has at various times been demanding and difficult. The authors 
have reflected that even just developing an agreed position on what constitutes the Victorian 
Goldfields and how its Outstanding Universal Value (OUV) could be expressed has been a long 
and difficult process.  The whole journey has been impeded by a lack of resources to keep the 
project alive, sustain enthusiasm and fund critical pieces of work. It has had to grapple with 
a growing realisation that to fully represent the significance of the global goldrush and the 
breadth of attributes it would have to cover a large part of Victoria, creating several hurdles 
including extensive areas of active mining, private ownership, multiple rightsholders and 
authorising bodies. The authors have observed that the project has often had to fend off 
criticisms that it was too complex, taking too long, and that the selection of locations would 
be too difficult and would become mired in local politics, factors identified nearly a decade 
ago (Smith & Lawrence 2018). 
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The idea of World Heritage Listing for the Victorian Goldfields was first mooted in the late 
1980s and from there it gathered momentum (Dunstan 1989; Lennon 1989, 1990; Aitken 1991). 
It was ‘launched’ in 1989 by the late, highly respected, goldfields’ historian, Professor Weston 
Bate at a public event in Australia’s ‘first notable town’ Maldon. Bate, together with The Hon 
John Brumby AO, who was at the time the member for the federal seat of Bendigo and later 
Premier of Victoria, were early champions of the idea. Historians, practitioners and advocates 
passionate about the Victorian Goldfields, enthusiastic local governments, and community 
leaders kept the vision alive during the 1990s and 2000s (Lennon 2000; Smith & Lawrence 
2018). In 2008 the Brumby Victorian government proposed part of the Castlemaine Diggings 
National Heritage Park to the Australian government for World Heritage Tentative Listing (State 
Government of Victoria 2008; Smith & Lawrence 2018). The application was rejected by the 
Australian government on the basis that this single area could not fully represent the OUV of 
the global goldrushes, and that the proposal lacked a satisfactory international comparative 
analysis that established its global significance (Smith & Lawrence 2018).

While this rejection was a setback, in hindsight it was the direction the project needed. 
Extensive discussion and research at the local and regional level (Smith & Lawrence 2018) 
identified that a serial listing—cultural heritage landscape approach, pioneered by the 
Cornwall—West Devon Mining Landscape (C-WDML) and inscribed on the World Heritage 
List in 2006, was a way to proceed. This concept was debated with local governments, staff 
from universities, and a wide range of persons and organisations, all of which significantly 
advanced the conceptual thinking. In 2019, with the Cities of Ballarat and Greater Bendigo 
(long time traditional rivals) taking a joint lead, thirteen contiguous local governments 
across central Victoria1, each with a substantive gold rush heritage, and the Victorian 
Goldfields Tourism Executive (VGTE), came together and signed a non-binding Memorandum 
of Understanding and established a Steering Committee of the thirteen local government 
Chief Executive Officers. They agreed to work together to secure World Heritage Listing. 
The Steering Committee, with the Mayors of the Cities of Ballarat and Greater Bendigo as 
spokespersons and designated staff with assigned roles, collectively pursued the project. 
They commissioned background research, undertook widespread advocacy, publicity and 
community engagement, held a week-long online forum during Covid, and widely promoted 
the project. Two former state Premiers, The Hon John Brumby AO and The Hon Dr Denis 
Napthine AO, from opposing sides of politics, enthusiastically came on Board as Co-Patrons 
and continue to give wise advice in helping to steer the project. Funds were raised and grants 
leveraged from the Victorian government. This enabled the engagement of Barry Gamble, 
a United Kingdom based World Heritage consultant (who has been instrumental in the 
preparation of many World Heritage nominations including the C-WDML), to prepare a draft 
Statement of OUV and international comparative analysis. 

Subsequently, in 2023 two eastern Victorian local governments joined the bid when site visits 
by Barry Gamble highlighted that additional types of goldmining, geology and settlements 
were needed to sufficiently demonstrate OUV. Local government resources undertook the 
systematic documentation and mapping of the thousands of heritage sites and buildings 
across the goldfields and, drawing upon United Nations Scientific and Cultural Organisation 
initiatives (UNESCO 2023), framed a sustainable tourism approach. With further state funding 
support, this was ultimately developed into ‘Transforming Lives, the Visitor Economy, and 
Growing Jobs: The Victorian Goldfields World Heritage Master Plan’  (Arup et. al. 2024), which 
is discussed later. 

As a result of continuing strong regional advocacy, the Victorian government agreed to support 
the bid in principle in late 2022 and in the 2023 Victorian state budget $2 million was allocated 
to the project over three years. In all, government funding for the project has been in the order 
of $2.6 million together with local and regional resourcing providing about $1 million. From 
mid-2023 Heritage Victoria took on overall responsibility for the project, and in a partnership 
with the fifteen local governments, commenced a three-year timetable which led to Tentative 
Listing by 1 February 2025 and a proposed submission for preliminary assessment in 2026. A 
site must be on the Tentative List for one year before a Preliminary Assessment request for 
World Heritage listing can be submitted (UNESCO 2024: paragraph 65). 
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Djaara – a full collaborative member of the project team  

Since late 2023 Dja Dja Wurrung Aboriginal Clans Corporation (Djaara), a Registered Aboriginal 
Party (RAP), whose Country embraces five of the six locations on the Tentative List, has been a 
full member of the Project Team. Other RAPs who have land embracing parts of the Victorian 
Goldfields referenced as foreshadowed in the Tentative Listing are Gunaikurnai, Taungurung 
and Wadawurrung as well as other lands for which there are no RAPs. 

Djaara’s contribution to the bid is a complex narrative of First Peoples connection to Djandak 
(Country) (see for example Attwood 1999; Golding & Willman 2024). From the formation of 
Djandak through to the landscape being ‘turned upside down’ by the impact of mining, and 
the displacement and adaptation of Djaara, their involvement in the bid has provided an 
opportunity to present Djaara’s voice and story of resilience as one of the oldest living cultures 

Figure 2: Clunes – First official discovery of gold in Victoria 1851. (Photo: Barry Gamble)

Figure 3: Walhalla – Site of the single richest gold mine. (Photo: Barrry Gamble)
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in the world. To facilitate the telling of Djaara’s story, the Djaara Malamiya (Cultural Heritage) 
Team developed a report that identified opportunities for Djaara to guide appropriate 
consultation, governance, protection and management of Country aligned to Djaara’s goals 
described in Dhelkunya Dja; the Dja Dja Wurrung Country Plan 2014 – 2034 (2014). The process 
created a safe environment for the recording of Djaara narratives informed by Cultural Values 
Assessments (CVAs) undertaken on Djandak.

The Djaara contribution focused on the First Nations component, one of the components 
of the OUV for the Tentative Listing. Establishing appropriate representation on the Project 
Team  enabled Djaara to nominate Lalgambuk (Mt Franklin) and its immediate surrounds for 
inclusion in the submission. The First Nations component describes Djaara’s deep connection 
to Country, from the Dreamtime to the last eruption of Lalgambuk, the creation of ‘Upside-
Down Country’ and the subsequent disseverance of ‘People and Place’, through to the 
contemporary cultural practices of Djaara. The inclusion of Lalgambuk and, more broadly, 
the First Nations layer in the Victorian Goldfields bid recognises not just the post-contact 
period perspective, but also recognises other voices such as First Nations communities and 
their connections to Country, and ensures that their voices are recognised on the world stage.

Each component of the Tentative Listing contributes to the narrative that forms the serial 
listing and establishes the OUV of the landscape. The detail that forms each attribute was 
carefully constructed from an extensive range of multi-disciplinary sources. The resulting 
narrative was crafted through the application of a Djaara CVA (Djaara 2024) undertaken 
across the nominated places located on Djaara Country. The CVA captured the many tangible 
and intangible elements of First Nations culture along with the interaction of ‘People and 
Place’. These assessments were pivotal in developing First Nations themes by identifying 
key sites and rediscovering lost cultural knowledge within places coined as historically rich 
goldfields landscapes.

The research process uncovered significant information about the journey of Djaara 
individuals and community and their interactions with the gold rushes and goldfields. Details 
of historic markers, legacies, heritage sites and intact cultural landscapes were identified and 
illustrate the role of Djaara in preserving cultural practices, advocating for community, and 
ensuring the survival of their story through challenging times. This information provides 
understanding of the movements and experiences of Djaara during this time: some were 
forced to leave for places including the Coranderrk Aboriginal Station, while others returned 
to Country to navigate a life in a world shaped by different cultures and an ever-changing 
landscape. These experiences reflect the adaptability and resilience of Djaara as they 
maintain cultural identity during adaption and displacement. The CVA ensures Djaara’s 
story is appropriately portrayed within the final nomination and that their contributions are 
recognised and valued in the broader context of World Heritage. 

A gender equity approach 

The Victorian Gender Equality Act 2020 promotes gender equality by requiring defined 
entities  to take positive action towards achieving workplace gender equality. Section 
10 of the Act requires defined entities to complete a Gender Impact Assessment (GIA). In 
preparing a Tentative Listing submission for consideration by the Victorian government, 
Heritage Victoria was required to prepare such an assessment. The GIA was undertaken by 
The Equality Institute, in collaboration with Heritage Victoria (The Equality Institute 2024). 
The GIA focused on the World Heritage listing process, Heritage Victoria’s role, the content 
and scope of the background research to support the bid and how this role and the actions 
undertaken could be leveraged to ensure that the experiences, impacts and perspectives 
of people of different genders are considered and enhanced. Consultation was conducted 
with staff from Heritage Victoria and the project working group. Various working documents 
prepared as part of the process were reviewed to identify the extent to which gender analysis 
has informed the process. 
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The GIA noted that while there had been limited formal consideration of gendered impacts 
as part of the two World Heritage nominations to date in Victoria, the GIA process provided 
an opportunity to integrate a gendered lens and to influence practice in both Victoria and 
Australia. As one GIA survey respondent commented in an interview, this is an opportunity 
to ‘unlock the capacity of the World Heritage process to promote inclusion, equality and 
diversity’.

The GIA also sought to provide a wider international context for examining gender in the 
context of World Heritage listings, processes and content. It was observed that gender 
equality is now an articulated global priority for UNESCO and for World Heritage nominations. 
Addressing gender equality as part of a World Heritage bid also supports UNESCO’s and 
Australia’s commitment to the United Nations Sustainable Development - Goal 5, to ‘Achieve 
gender equality and empower all women and girls’.  The GIA found that ‘gender analysis has 
frequently been missing from World Heritage processes and little attention has been paid to 
the gendered outcomes of World Heritage List sites and the impacts for different genders’ 
(The Equality Institute 2024) and noted that research demonstrates the potential for gender 
inequalities in World Heritage processes, including:

a)	 evidence of gender bias in the application of the World Heritage Convention (Rössler 
2014).

b)	 neglect within registers of places of significance to women’s history and experience, 
with the World Heritage list continuing to be dominated by properties indirectly and 
directly associated with men and masculinity (Whittington 2021).

c)	 research which has shown that men are believed to possess more of the characteristics 
which are culturally valued than women (Cuddy et. al 2015) and ‘there is a tendency 
towards forms of material heritage associated with grand narratives of national 
and individual [usually male] achievement, and a particular focus on architectural 
heritage’ (Whittington 2021).

d)	 women’s stories and the stories of other marginalised groups are often missing from 
the historical narrative (Cramer & Witcomb 2019). Often male perspectives define 
the historical narrative, many women have made important contributions to World 
Heritage sites, but their stories are often hidden and have only recently come to light 
(UNESCO 2016).

e)	 people of different genders can have different needs for tourist infrastructure and 
facilities for heritage sites. Evidence shows that women, girls and gender diverse 
people will often use transport, public facilities and public spaces differently and 
have different experiences, needs and perceptions of safety which impact access and 
enjoyment of these spaces (Galla 2012).

The GIA has resulted in a substantially revised approach and a conscious set of initiatives to 
implement findings and recommendations from the GIA report. As a result of the GIA process, 
the Victorian Goldfields Tentative Listing submission and the World Heritage Master Plan 
(Arup et al. 2024) were expanded to include a gender analysis and changes were made to 
these documents including: 

•	 the developing submission now highlights the significant presence and role of 
women and children in the Victorian Goldfields in comparison with other goldrushes 
of the period. 

•	 consultation with the working group revealed that further work was needed 
to uncover the specific stories, experiences and ‘voices’ of women and girls in 
relation to the Victorian Goldfields. This was consistent with findings of the need to 
elevate women’s stories and the stories of other marginalised groups as part of the 
historical narrative, and the use of voice as an important strategy to rewrite women 
into Australia’s social history over the past few decades. This has allowed a shift 
in historical master narratives – from a big picture history to intimate and deeply 
personal stories that are inclusive of gendered experiences. 
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•	 gender equality as a separate principle – ‘Promote gender equality through elevating 
the stories of women and children and creating economic and social opportunities 
for people of all genders’ was included in the guiding principles that underpin the 
Master Plan (Arup et al. 2024). The training and employment of women in heritage 
conservation and considering the gendered impacts of employment generated by 
tourism were promoted in the Master Plan (Arup et al. 2024).   

•	 understanding the experiences of Indigenous women was identified as a priority by 
the project team. As a result, the proposed boundary for the Lalgambuk component 
area, which will assist in representing First Nations’ stories and values, was prepared 
in close consultation with Djaara women, to draw on women’s knowledge of the area 
and impacts of the goldfields on First Nations’ women. 

Prior to the GIA process, staff at Heritage Victoria and members of the Project Team noted 
that there had been limited attention to thinking about gender as part of the World Heritage 
bid. International experts involved in the overall bid commented that the GIA process 
being undertaken by Heritage Victoria, was the first time they had seen this used in a World 
Heritage process. As a result of the GIA, Heritage Victoria has now taken several steps to 
integrate a gender lens into its ongoing work including a specific program of GIA training 
and  commissioning The Equality Institute to support the GIA process across the Victorian 
Goldfields project and Heritage Victoria’s World Heritage bid processes more broadly.

 
Documenting the role of women and children on the Victorian Goldfields 

One of the defining features of the nineteenth century Victorian Goldfields, compared to 
other goldrushes, appears to be the presence of large numbers of women and children and 
the role that women played in the gold mining settlements across the colony. Accounts 
of gold rushes in the nineteenth century largely provide descriptions of masculine events 
(Blainey 1963; Goodman 1994; Brands 2002; Holliday 2018; Mountford & Tuffnell 2018).  
The role of women (and children) often appears as peripheral, if not inconsequential. 

The evidence, documentation and commentary about the high proportion of women and 
children on the Victorian Goldfields can be generally grouped into one of three sources. 
Firstly, much is derived from contemporary reports, essays, novels and other writings, 
photographs, newspapers and relevant documentation. Annear (1999) and Holst (2014), for 
instance, reference the diggings at Castlemaine, and highlight the roles of significant women 
in the Victorian goldfields. Similarly, Wright (2013) has explored the contributions of women 
in relation to the Eureka Stockade. Secondly, considerable research and commentary have 
also been derived from a detailed examination of diaries, journals and letters from the period 
by historians (Fahey & Mayne 2010) and tracing and documenting families such as in relation 
to Victoria Hill at Bendigo (Fahey 2019). Thirdly, there are also the comprehensive census 
records of the time which provide an official count and a numerical picture of Victoria and 
other colonies during the gold rush (Australian Colonial Census). As part of the preparation 
of the World Heritage nomination a close examination has been made of the Victorian census 
records (Budge 2024, 2025a). There is some understandable questioning of the census 
reliability, particularly given that early census data was collected in such a volatile period 
with people widely scattered, and many on the move. Unfortunately, in 1892, the Victorian 
Government statist Henry Hayter ordered that all  Victorian household forms  be  pulped 
(Hayter 1893). This  prevents a systematic analysis of family structures, occupations linked 
to persons, and individual migration between settlements at each census dates. Despite 
this absence, the surviving official census reports are comprehensive and provide extensive 
tabulated data at the level of localities such as local government, mining district and 
individual diggings, for sex, age group, occupation and marital status.  

Fortuitously, a census of Victoria was undertaken in early 1851, almost immediately prior to 
the outbreak of the gold rushes, providing a pre-goldrush demographic profile of the colony. 
Out of a total colony population of 77,345 in Victoria in 1851, 40.3% were female of whom 
12,273 were aged between 21 and 45. The 1851 census was followed by a count with limited 
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data collected  in 1854, a more comprehensive count in 1857 and then a full census in 1861, 
with the latter year aligning with a census in each of the other Australian colonies. While there 
were acknowledged significant limitations and difficulties in ensuring accuracy, particularly 
in the first census counts in 1854, the general observation in the official census records was 
that a demanding task in difficult circumstances was performed well.  

Overall, the findings from the census data for Victoria in the 1850s are that women and 
children were not only recorded in virtually every goldrush location, but they were present in 
significant numbers from the earliest rushes. As shown in Table 2, the proportion of females 
on the goldfields grew at each census and was just below parity with males by the 1861 census. 

Census 
Year

Colony 
Total

Colony 
Females

Per cent 
Females

Goldfields 
Total

Goldfields 
Females

Per cent 
Female 

1851 77,345 31,146 40.3

1854 236,798 80,900 34.2 66,694 14,152 21.2

1857 410,766 146,432 35.6 146,428 44,143 30.1

1861 540,322 211,671 39.2 228,181 73,489 32.2

Table 2: Colony of Victoria, Census 1851, 1854, 1857 and 1861 listing total population by Colony and Goldfields. 
(Source: Victoria Census Counts and Budge 2025a)

The 1854 census enabled the capture of the early dramatic changes in demographics in 
Victoria because of the huge population growth caused by the goldrush, following the initial 
identification of gold at Clunes in 1851, and later in the same year at places like Ballarat, 
Mount Alexander (Castlemaine) and Sandhurst (Bendigo). Noting that the first surge of 
migrants in significant numbers did not arrive till early 1852 and onwards. In March 1854 
women (and children) were living in all gold rush locations recorded in the census, no matter 
how small, remote or ‘primitive’ a gold rush locality appears to have been. Of the 66,697 
persons recorded on the Victorian goldfields in 1854 (as noted in the official census reports 
Aboriginals were not counted), 14,152 were females of whom 6,623 were aged 20 to 40 years, 
and 10,614 were children aged 15 years and under. With the data recorded in the census it 
can be calculated that nearly 60% of married men who were on the goldfields were living 
with their wives (and children) (Budge 2025a).  

At the 1861 census, ten years after the gold rushes commenced, there were 278 separate gold 
mining localities recorded in the census where a population count was undertaken. Women 
and children were present on all but two of those localities; Wombat Hill and a locality 
known as the Baw Baw Diggings (Budge 2024a). Over 41% of the women on the goldfields 
in 1861 were aged 20 to 40 years, in contrast 39.1% of the whole colony’s population was in 
that age category. Remarkably nearly 24% of all persons on the goldfields in 1861 were 10 
years of age or under.  By 1861 nearly 90% of married men on the goldfields were living with 
their wife, (and children) in the gold rush localities. Census records of occupations highlight 
the significant and diverse economic contributions women had to life on the goldfields. By 
1857 there were nearly 6,000 women living on the goldfields who were listed with a defined 
occupation, with 217 of them engaged in some form of mining (Budge 2025a). 

In terms of the date of the goldrushes, their scale and impact on the world stage, the amount 
of gold mined, the sudden influx of thousands of people from around the globe and the 
feverish activity that was generated by what was happening, the only comparable goldrush 
location to Victoria was the Californian goldrush. The Californian goldrush commenced in 
1848 and was in full swing by 1849, which lead to large numbers of persons leaving Australian 
ports for California (Goodman 1994). The proportion of women and children  recorded in the 
official Californian census counts for those counties where gold mining was the predominate 
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activity was well below the level that was occurring in the Victoria goldfields during the initial 
decade of their respective gold rushes (Budge 2025b). The data summary below from the 
1850 California census and the 1854 Victoria census demonstrates the dramatic difference 
between the two gold rushes in the proportion of females, children under 15 years of age, 
and women aged between 20 and 40 years. The California census was undertaken 28 months 
after the discovery of gold and the Victoria census 34 months after the discovery of gold 
(Budge  2025b).

Females: 
•	 California Gold Rush Counties 1850  3.1%, 
•	 Victoria Gold Mining Districts 1854  21.2%

Children under 15 years of age: 
•	 California Gold Rush Counties 1850  2.0%, 
•	 Victoria Gold Mining Districts 1854  15.9%

Women aged 20 to 40 years: 
•	 California Gold Rush Counties 1850  1.4%, 
•	 Victoria Gold Mining Districts 1854  9.9% 

Women and children weren’t arriving in anywhere near the same numbers (and proportions) 
into California as they were in Victoria in the years prior to and in the first decade of the 
goldrushes. Victoria had also benefited from an assisted migration scheme from the 1830s. 
While it is difficult to fully compare the number of arrivals between the two goldrush 
locations by sex and age, due to the inadequacy of records particularly in California, both 
locations posed access challenges for those seeking to go to the goldfields. The Californian 
fields were only relatively accessible to persons living in California or arriving at the port of 
San Francisco, access for those from other places was either by a demanding overland route 
or by sea either via the precarious route around Cape Horn, or along the eastern shores of 
Panama and then across the Panama Isthmus and by sea again (Belich 2014). Similarly, those 
travelling to the Victorian goldfields also faced a challenging long voyage. All routes to access 
these goldfields sound daunting from a 21st century perspective. The important difference 
appears to be an apparent ‘more orderly’ process for Victoria (Belich 2009).  

Both Victoria and California had experienced major and unprecedented goldrushes, 
particularly in terms of the numbers of people attracted and the wide diversity of where they 
had come from, the numbers of women and children in the Victorian goldfields was a defining 
feature. Despite considerable recent research and a growing number of publications on the 
role and significance of women and children on all the goldfields in the nineteenth century it 
is a generally under-researched and understated topic. The Victorian Goldfields nomination 
is greatly benefitting from extensive contemporary work including ongoing research and 
analysis of the available census data on this important aspect of the stories that form part of 
the goldrush narratives.

Figure 4: Madam Berry Mine–Creswick Deep Lead. (Photo: Barry Gamble)
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Preparation of a comprehensive Victorian Goldfields World Heritage 
Master Plan

The preparation of a Master Plan (Arup et al. 2024), which is a sustainable tourism framework, 
was tailored to support a nomination. It provides a framework to conserve the region’s 
extensive heritage assets and bring transformative benefits to regional communities. It 
is an initiative of the local government partnership and the Victorian Goldfields Tourism 
Executive. It seeks to address several challenges facing local communities and respond 
to the broader aspirations and requirements of World Heritage nomination, including 
UNESCO’s sustainable tourism toolkit, World Heritage Journeys (an initiative being piloted 
and promoted by UNESCO [2018]), an Historic Urban Landscape approach and the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Critically, this work purposely predates a 
potential World Heritage nomination to build and capitalise on high levels of engagement 
and action, both politically and publicly. It builds on extensive consultation, studies and 
research, a Sustainable Tourism Toolkit (TRC 2020) and a continuing co-design approach 
using surveys and direct engagement, and working with communities, local governments, 
stakeholders and tourism bodies. 

The development of the Master Plan was premised on a realistic examination of the 
challenges facing the Victorian Goldfields. It was recognised that,  

•	 Far too many of the Victorian Goldfields’ significant heritage assets are largely 
unrecognised, under-utilised and under-resourced, severely limiting their potential 
to benefit the region, 

•	 There is pronounced socio-economic disadvantage across some areas of the Victorian 
Goldfields, this can embed vulnerability, reduce resilience and recovery from major 
disruptions, 

•	 Often historically competitive, highly localised and untargeted public investment has 
meant that the private sector has not had the level of certainty needed to commit to 
high impact and beneficial investment in tourism initiatives and businesses, and 

•	 In many parts of the Victorian Goldfields there is a prevalence of poor-quality visitor 
experiences, products and services that contribute to an unevenness in visitation 
which severely impacts attraction and economic returns to communities (Arup et al. 
2024).  

Figure 5: Moliagul – Welcome Stranger Monument, world’s largest gold nugget memorial. (Photo: Barry Gamble)
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Considerable international observation, discussion and research has focused on the impacts 
and downside of what has now been commonly referred to as ‘overtourism’. Overtourism 
is not an issue in Victoria’s goldfields, although discussions by the authors with local 
government tourism officers have identified that there are emerging signs in locations such 
as Ballarat and Bendigo of peak tourism events placing strains on accommodation, liveability, 
community support and aspects of the hospitality industry associated with successful 
promotions. There is a concern about the capacity of some areas, such as former mining 
sites, to safely manage an influx of visitors. However, for much of the goldfields, particularly 
in low profile locations, the continuing message from local tourism officers has often been 
‘how to get more tourists to stay longer and put more money into the local economy’ and 
thereby bring better services for locals. 

The Master Plan seeks to ensure that in accommodating the expected increase in visitor 
numbers, that local jobs will be created and sustained. The prioritised actions in the Master 
Plan are designed to encourage and support visitors to travel and explore beyond the 
existing major hubs, routes and sites. It advocates for critical infrastructure investment 
by government and the private sector to lift the quality of presentation and the visitor 
experience, to strengthen conservation of sites, to provide for incremental and progressive 
regional regeneration and support, and to evolve existing visitor hubs and information 
centres (Arup et al. 2024).

The Master Plan sets out a comprehensive, collaborative, agreed long-term plan for investment 
to maximise the transformational potential of World Heritage designation. It provides clear 
recommendations and directions for all three levels of government on priority investment 
and infrastructure (Arup et al. 2024). It provides a strong rationale and basis for private 
sector investment to support and cater for an expected major increase in visitor numbers 
that has been based on extensive analysis and engagement. It has been developed with key 
stakeholders including local, state and Australian governments, Registered Aboriginal Parties, 
local communities, businesses, tourism industry representatives, and aims to implement 
the Victorian and Australian government’s current tourism strategies. Commentary from 
international experts and those involved with proposals for World Heritage listing noted 
in discussions with the authors that the preparatory work and collaborative engagement, 
together with a long-term strategic view as expressed in the Master Plan, represents a level of 
thinking and planning rarely seen in other World Heritage bids. 

The objectives of the Master Plan are designed to realise the region’s opportunities, 

•	 Building the profile and capacity of the Victorian Goldfields to better conserve and 
showcase its extraordinary heritage legacy. 

•	 Elevating under recognised heritage assets. 
•	 Proposing and detailing Australia’s premier and first network of World Heritage 

Journeys. 
•	 Providing a global platform for First Peoples to lead the truth telling of their stories 

and experiences of the global gold rush era and their continuation of caring for 
Country. 

•	 Driving a major increase in visitors and dispersed tourism visitation across the region 
and throughout the year that ‘gives back’ to destination communities and supports 
their heritage, cultural and environmental assets. 

•	 Increasing sustainable jobs and new job opportunities, particularly in areas with 
lower socio-economic profiles and entrenched disadvantage. 

•	 Providing the rationale and incentive for targeted public and private sector investment 
which supports tourism, jobs and builds community assets. 

•	 Building social capital, community pride, community confidence and quality of life.
•	 Attracting additional and new international and domestic tourists. 

The Master Plan identifies five heritage – tourism themes that underpin the potential 
attraction of the Victorian Goldfields for visitors and that build on the attributes and distinct 
qualities of the region and its story, as follows: 
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1.	 First Peoples: Country and Culture, Truth Telling and Language, Landscape and 
Cultural Heritage. 

2.	 Gold Miners: Prospecting and Mining, Geology and Landform, Industries and 
Invention.

3.	 Rebels: Law and Order, Protest and Democracy, Characters and Crime 
4.	 Migrators: Ancestry, Diversity and Multiculturism, Settlements and Architecture.
5.	 Makers: Artisans, Crafts and Lost Trades, Culinary and Cultivation, Creativity and 

Innovation. 

The Master Plan sets out five key moves to be implemented.

1.	 World Heritage Journeys designed to disperse visitors across the entire Victorian 
Goldfield’s region, including and beyond the proposed World Heritage component 
areas. 

2.	 Support Access to and Amenity of Heritage Sites and Townships through placemaking, 
storytelling and infrastructure improvements and conservation works to ensure 
vibrant, high quality heritage destinations.

3.	 Create World Heritage Signature Experiences to act as key drivers of visitation 
along the journeys, creating awareness of the Victorian Goldfields, nationally and 
internationally.  

4.	 Get World Heritage Ready through targeted capacity building to help local business 
and industry to elevate the quality, consistency and strength of products and services 
to create world class experiences.

5.	 Promote and Raise Awareness of the Goldfields through branding, marketing and 
events to position Victorian Goldfields as an international product.

An economic impact assessment was prepared to assist in underpinning the development 
of the Master Plan (using a base year of 2019—pre-Covid) and calculated on the impact ten 
years after World Heritage Listing. The economic impact assessment identified that the World 
Heritage listing impact, in year 10 over and above baseline growth would include: 

•	 Total visitor numbers—increased by around 2.5 million persons, 
•	 Total regional visitor spending would be around $526 million higher,
•	 Total regional income would be around $182 million higher, 
•	 The increase in visitors and their spending will lead to a progressive increase in 

regional tourism jobs of around 2,125 additional jobs, 
•	 Total regional income generated would be $411 million ($343 million direct and $68 

million indirect). 
Wider than the monetary benefits, the Master Plan identified, through comparative research 
and community surveys, that World Heritage Listing would be likely to lead to a range of 
social and community benefits, including:

•	 Increased levels of local community pride,
•	 New community-based events celebrating World Heritage recognition,
•	 Increased community support for conservation of buildings and sites,
•	 Greater focus on education and research associated with the region’s heritage, 
•	 Greater understanding of the history of the goldfields including the story of First 

Peoples, and 
•	 Generation of local employment based on interpreting and exploring the goldfields. 

(Arup et. al. 2024)

The Master Plan is a ‘living document’ which is regularly updated as new information comes 
to hand. The Master Plan is also being used as the basis of submissions for grants and for 
coordination of funding. Now that Tentative Listing has been achieved a strong focus is being 
applied to establishing an overarching model to bring together various local and regional 
tourism bodies such as the new Visitor Economy Partnerships (VEPs) across Victoria which 
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have been formed at the direction of the state government to ensure greater collaboration 
and coordination of effort. The Victorian Goldfields project is seeking to work with six of 
these VEPs.

Concluding comments

The prospect of World Heritage Listing for the Victorian Goldfields is considerably advanced 
with Tentative Listing achieved and the continuing commitment of the Victorian government 
in partnership with fifteen local governments and Djaara to submit a full nomination. Several 
of the project’s activities – the focus on gender, the full partnership with Djaara as a member 
of the project team, and a pre-emptive sustainable tourism framework – break new ground 
in terms of nominations previously submitted by Australia. As the recounting of the arduous 
journey to get to this stage has shown, it has been a triumph of commitment by many, 
persistence by some core organisations and a collective regional effort. The extended period 
in developing the proposal has ultimately been to its benefit. The long journey has built 
strong partnerships, ensured rigorous documentation, and built awareness and community 
support. The complexity of the bid and the deep engagement has brought partners into the 
fold and added new dimensions. The extended time has enabled the deeper relationships 
to develop with Traditional Owners and other stakeholders and widened the scope of the 
potential nomination. The overall lesson is that a methodology based on a regionally driven, 
ground up and grass roots approach has much to commend it in building and hopefully 
achieving World Heritage inscription. 
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