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Thursday 26 August 2010 

Media Release

Appeal to Premier on Arthurs Seat chairlift

Arthurs Seat Chairlift owner Mr Richard Hudson has written to the Premier of Victoria, Mr John Brumby, requesting that he personally intervene in a decision by Parks Victoria to undertake an expression of interest process to find a new operator for the tourist attraction.

Local business people and tourist operators are furious that Mr Hudson, 79, who has replaced all eight pylons and installed a new drive, table, brakes and controls, has been denied a lease to operate the chairlift.

Mr Hudson believes he has been victimised and “hung out to dry” following three incidents – none of which was deemed to be his fault.

Parks Victoria has refused to grant Mr Hudson a lease that had operated with no problem for 45 years. Some locals believe government departments are attempting to string out the process because of Mr Hudson’s age and also because of interest by other people to run the lift. Mr Hudson is 79, a qualified engineer and a member of the Institution of Mechanical Engineers.  
One of the principal investigators of the incidents has described the treatment of Mr Hudson as appalling, un-Australian and a disturbing insight into two bureaucracies “working to ensure that Mr Hudson is starved out of the process and new people put in”.

Professor Bruce Kuhnell, managing director of the forensic engineering consulting company, CoMEC Pty Ltd, a specialist firm that identifies root causes of industrial accidents, said the Arthurs Seat chairlift had operated flawlessly for more than forty years.

Professor Kuhnell, Professorial Research Fellow at Central Queensland University and a former Associate Professor of Mechanical Engineering at Monash University,  investigated  a pylon collapse in 2003 when he was a consultant to Victorian Workcover Authority (VWA). He found that the collapse was inevitable – not because of poor maintenance but because of the concrete infill that had led to corrosion of the base bolts.

The following year Professor Kuhnell found that vandalism or sabotage – not poor design or maintenance caused a grip slippage. Then, in 2006, he found that a VWA order to raise one of the pylons caused a deropement.

“The WorkSafe order actually changed the profile of the structure from base to summit,” Professor Kuhnell said.”These are three incidents – all of them no-fault incidents for the operator, Mr Hudson.

“This gentleman has been through a terrible time,” Professor Kuhnell said. “There appears to be an automatic assumption in WorkSafe and Parks Victoria that these incidents were his fault. They were not. He has gone above and beyond by virtually rebuilding the entire system and taking steps to ensure that the chair system and the grips are safe for this design of chairlift.
“He is absolutely the right person to operate this great tourist attraction. Why is it that suddenly a 50-year lease is OK for someone else and not for him?

“I just hope that an investigator – be it a private detective, a police officer or a journalist can unearth the real story.”

Professor Kuhnell said the VWA had employed several interstate and overseas expert witness consultants over four years to attack the design of the fixed grip chair clamping arrangement at the Arthurs Seat chairlift. However, Mr Hudson’s company, he said, had a “well established and appropriate set of quality controls over manufacture, operation and maintenance of the rope grips” and experts employed by VWA “have not been able to establish any design flaw in the rope grips used at Arthurs Seat”.  
Professor Kuhnell’s comments - and Mr Hudson’s appeal to the Premier - come just weeks before the fiftieth anniversary of the opening of the chairlift.

Mr Hudson said today that a wire mesh fence erected by Parks Victoria around the entrance to the chairlift at the Arthurs Seat summit was a “blight on a beautiful landscape and a sad reflection of bureaucracy at work”.

“For every hour that the chairlift remains closed, a business in this very precious region of Victoria loses money,” Mr Hudson said. “Now is the time for a solution and I just hope that the Premier will be able to find the time to have a look at the history and background and help us all to find a way through the issues and end this sorry saga.   

“This would be a win-win for everyone,” he said. “To have the chairlift running in time for the anniversary on 22nd December would bring smiles to the faces of business owners, tourist operators and indeed everyone who lives in the region.

“There is no reason for it not to be running again,” Mr Hudson said. “The lift has been rebuilt to the latest standards – it is virtually a brand new machine with new pylons, a new drive, table, brakes and controls. Its status is state-of-the-art.”

Health and Safety engineering consultant Mr John Hickey inspected the Arthur Seat Chairlift when he was an inspector with Victorian Workcover Authority in the early 1970s. 

“I am as satisfied with the chairlift today as I was back then,” Mr Hickey said. “I was brought in to examine the system after each of the three incidents. Following the testing that I carried out after each one, there is nothing to indicate that this chairlift is unsafe.

“I would be happy to ride the chairlift with absolute confidence - and certainly with Mr Hudson at the helm.”

Locals believe Mr Hudson has been a victim of a chain of unfortunate incidents over which he had no control. They also see Mr Hudson as a “Peninsula pioneer” and a great community leader who has worked tirelessly for the region for many years.

Marketing consultant and long-time resident of the Peninsula Steve Robin said he would love to see the chairlift open again “under Richard’s guiding hand” and he hoped the impasse could be resolved.

“Arthurs Seat is the jewel in the Peninsula’s crown and the chairlift was an integral part of its attraction to generations of Victorians,” Mr Robin said. “I conducted a number of visitor surveys at Arthurs Seat and the overwhelming feedback was that the chairlift has a special place in people’s hearts.

“It still remains so after fifty years which is indeed a remarkable achievement.”

State Member for Nepean Martin Dixon MP agreed, saying:  "The Brumby Government's mishandling of the Arthur's Seat Chairlift issue has left a massive hole in Mornington Peninsula's tourism infrastructure.

“Bureaucratic dithering and incompetence have meant that the Mornington Peninsula has been without its iconic chairlift for years now,” Mr Dixon said. “The fenced off chairlift site is a monument to the contempt that John Brumby's Government have shown to locals, businesses and visitors to the Mornington Peninsula."

The manager of Ashcombe Maze and Lavender Gardens, Mr Arthur Ross, said it was greatly disappointing that a resolution had not been found. "There appears to be an impasse and no one seems to know what's really going on," Mr Ross said.

 "I think it's time to be fair dinkum. The chairlift was a huge part of the tourism industry here for many, many years," he said. "We have the summer season just around the corner - surely this would be an ideal time for all parties to work through the issues, find middle ground and have   the lift working again,” Mr Ross said.

 "This would be a win-win for everyone - the tourists, the restaurants, the small businesses and everyone who is proud to live and work in this beautiful part of Victoria.

 "It is certainly not a good look having wire fencing around the chairlift entrance. I'd like to see all parties sit down, work it out and get this integral part of the tourism industry up and running." 

Mr Jason Griffiths, proprietor of the Arthurs Seat Restaurant which overlooks the Parks Victoria wire mesh, is eager to see a resolution.  “There are few people who have worked harder than Richard Hudson.  The shutting down of the chairlift directly impacts on every business and tourist operator in the area – including of course the casuals Richard used to hire,” Mr Griffiths said.

“The sooner bureaucracy steps aside and common sense prevails the better it will be for the region and, indeed for, Victorian tourism.
“I take my hat off to Richard for the way he has handled everything,” Mr Griffiths said. “He was in there every day maintaining the equipment and, as far as I can see, not one of the chairlift incidents   was his fault.
“He has been treated very badly.”
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