
KESWICK Island has reopened to daytrippers 
and tourists with the announcement of barge 
services recommencing twice weekly.

Member for Mackay Julieanne Gilbert said 
it’s great to hear day trips between Mackay and 
Keswick Island are now running twice weekly.

“It’s great to see the Keswick ferry up and run-
ning and the service now operating twice-week-
ly day trips to the island. I encourage locals and 
tourists to take a trip to the national park and en-
joy what the island has to offer. “I am looking for-
ward to the island creating more food, restaurant 
and accommodation options,” Ms Gilbert said.

Member for Whitsundays Amanda Camm 
said she welcomed the decision to recommence 
day trips between Mackay and Keswick Island 
following the launch of the ferry service.

“It is a step in the right direction after several 
issues with restrictions to access the island,” Ms 
Camm said. “It is important that the commu-
nity has affordable access to this natural asset 
that is located on our doorstep,” she said. “It will 
bring tourism opportunities to the island and I 
encourage visitors to explore Keswick’s natural 
beauty.

Mackay Tourism CEO Tas Webber believes 
Keswick Island presents a fantastic opportu-
nity to boost local tourism. “Mackay Tourism 
is going to support the restart of tourism on 
the island with a considered approach. We are 
working with the island’s new caretaker to en-
sure that we build new experiences for potential 
visitors,” Mr Webber said.

“Unfortunately accommodation bookings 

are currently unavailable on the island but they 
are working to have something ready for visi-
tors soon. However, current bookings to visit 
Keswick on a day-trip are available on the Ke-
swick Explorer https://keswickexplorer.com.
au/ on 4965 8043 or via email, departing from 
Mackay Marina to Keswick island. Potential 
visitors can ask about activities and experiences 
through online enquiries.”

Members of Keswick Island Progress Asso-
ciation (KIPA), including residents have wel-
comed the eventual support of Member for 
Mackay Julieanne Gilbert to ‘unlock’ tourist 
access to pristine Keswick Island, off Mackay. 

“Keswick Island has long been a missed op-
portunity for Mackay tourism operators to capi-
talise on local, domestic and international tour-
ists seeking a unique destination experience in 
the Whitsundays,” A KIPA spokesperson said.

The tropical paradise has been leased to Chi-
nese company China Bloom since 2019, who, 
residents claim have made it almost impossible 
for tourists to visit the island.

Since the takeover of the lease by China 
Bloom, residents claim more and more services 
and facilities were denied to them.

Keep Out signs were also placed around the 
island including access to Basil Bay and the 
National Park. As a result, all tourists were de-
nied access and no tourists have stayed on the 
island for more than a year. In the past five or so 
years, a variety of tourism activities have been 
attempted on Keswick Island. 
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Glass bottom boats, scuba diving, day trippers 

and camping were all activities promoted by 
the former head lease holder, Keswick Develop-
ments Pty Ltd. 

“Ultimately, these operations have failed due 
to the lack of enthusiasm and support by island 
management,” the spokesperson said. 

The award winning Keswick Island Guest 
House, offering a sumptuous dining and accom-
modation experience was forced to close due to 
the lack of certainty around food deliveries and 
flight availability. 

Going against this trend were the three Airb-
nb’s operating on Keswick Island. 

“Up until the sale of the head lease to China 
Bloom, these properties were steadily increas-
ing their occupancy throughout the year. Many 
guests returned to stay twice yearly to expe-
rience the seasonal events such as the annual 
whale migration, the explosion of butterfly 
hatchings and for the lucky few, turtle nestings. 

“China Bloom and Greaton Developments 
pulled the ‘welcome mat’ soon after taking con-
trol of the island in mid-2019. China Bloom im-
mediately closed the island’s runway to private 
aircraft and prevented tourists, residents and 
visitors from accessing the island, via the public 
barge ramp.  

“As an alternative, an illegal and dangerous 
boat ramp was ploughed into the foreshore. 
Government departments eventually deemed 
the facility to be “unfit for use” and are continu-
ing to investigate this and other illegal facilities 
and activities. 

“In mid 2020, the airstrip was closed to any 
commercial flights other than a very expensive 
$2600 round trip helicopter service.

In August 2019, Airbnb owners were issued 
with a letter of demand and breach notice. 

Owners were instructed to sign an undertak-
ing agreeing to cease Airbnb operations imme-
diately. 

“A request was made to China Bloom’s Aus-
tralian representative, Keswick Greaton De-
velopments, for permission to honour forward 
bookings. Particularly those international 
guests who had flights to Mackay as part of their 
international travel itinerary. This request was 
refused.

“It’s heartening to see Julieanne Gilbert step 
out of the shadows and start promoting Kes-
wick Island as a major tourist destination. It’s 
a shame the Member did not respond sooner to 
our calls for support. We feared she’d turned her 
back on island residents after phone calls from 
KIPA constantly went unanswered and emails 
“blocked”; not only to Mrs Gilbert’s parliamen-
tary account but to the Resources Minister and 
Premier,” an island resident said.

“Mrs Gilbert claimed last week that she had 
been working in the “background” to resolve 
issues between the Chinese owner and island 
lot holders and residents. Now Mrs Gilbert has 
found her voice on the new ferry service, island 
residents are hoping for clarification on a range 

of outstanding issues.
These include:
 • Reopening of the public barge ramp and tie 

down facility to residents and visitors
• Reopening of the island’s runway to private 

planes and fixed-wing charter operators
• Introducing a cost effective/competitive 

plane service to the island. Currently residents 
are stung $1300 for a one-way, 10 minute heli-
copter flight to the island.

• The removal of “keep out” signs around the 
island – particularly Basil Bay.

• The removal of boulders and chained bar-
riers blocking access to the Basil Bay foreshore 
and sections of the national park.

“At this time, there is not sufficient patron-
age to justify more than a twice weekly service. 
We are confused as to how these trips can be 
classed as “Day trips” as there are no facilities or 
amenities for day visitors to Keswick Island. The 
Keswick Explorer drops passengers to Keswick 
Island where they disembark. The ferry returns 
almost immediately to the mainland,” the KIPA 
spokesperson said.

Island residents are hoping the introduction 
of a new timetable offering increased daily ser-
vices from Mackay to the island will help put 
Keswick Island back on the map for tourists and 
day visitors. 

“We look forward to working with the new is-
land manager, Scott Wilkinson to promote and 
welcome visitors to the island

“The tourists and day trippers have not yet 
started visiting the island and home owners are 
now faced with the task of bringing their prop-
erties back to a holiday letting standard.

“A group who was affected by the cancella-
tions exacted by China Bloom in August 2019, 
have rebooked their holiday. If China Bloom is 
serious about promoting tourism on Keswick 
Island, why aren’t they engaging with those Ke-
swick Islanders who have provided a reputable 
tourism product in the past?” the spokesperson 
said.

The KIPA spokesperson said it was still very 
early days for tourism on the island and the an-
nouncement of tourism coming back was a com-
plete surprise to the residents and sublessess.

“There is a lot of environmental remediation 
required on the Egremont Passage foreshore 
where a non-approved boat ramp was installed. 
There was a beautiful snorkelling spot straight 
of this structure that has been destroyed as a re-
sult of silt runoff from non-approved road works 
and the installation of this ramp. 

“Another lovely snorkelling spot adjacent to 
the southern end of the airstrip is also off limits 
to land based access as the airstrip area is closed 
to the public. The kiosk is closed and the beach 
hut BBQ area and facilities require upgrades 

“There is also a level of uncertainty about 
public toilet facilities. There are structures at 
the kiosk and the Basil Bay beach hut. These 
were chained and locked up until recently.

It is yet to be confirmed by island manage-
ment, Keswick Greaton or China Bloom if the 
airstrip will reopen again soon. 

“The lines of communication with the head 
leaseholder leaves a lot to be desired. Sublessees 
and residents are very much in the dark about 
any plans the head leaseholder, China Bloom 
has for Keswick Island,” the spokesperson said. 

“We are absolutely pleased and excited to see 
tourism coming back to Keswick Island. There 
has been a lot of rhetoric from China Bloom, 
Keswick Greaton and even State Government 
representatives claiming that Keswick Island 
Progress Association are merely a small group 
of disgruntled residents not wanting progress 
and development on Keswick Island. We are 
60 members strong. Almost half of the total of 
sublease holders. We have worked hard to bring 
the historic and current issues into the public 
domain. We want what we originally invested 
in. A vibrant community in a unique destination. 

Keswick Island Progress Association state 
their objectives are 

1. Encourage a strong community spirit on 
Keswick Island.

2. Enhance livability on Keswick Island.
3. Protect the Keswick environment & its sur-

roundings.
4. Engage in a mutually beneficial working 

relationship with the Head-Lessee.
Federal Senator Malcolm Roberts would wel-

come the reopening of Keswick Island to tour-
ists, however he would like to see the Island’s 
amenities and services reopened to the resi-
dents first.

“I have written two letters to Premier Pa-
laszczuk requesting that China Bloom’s main 
lease be cancelled as there is sufficient evidence 
to show they are in breach of the lease,” Senator 
Roberts said

“The response from the Premier’s depart-
ment was to ignore concerns expressed by res-
idents and wrongly claim it is a Federal Govern-
ment issue,” he said.

“Keswick Island’s airstrip, which once re-
ceived up to 40 flights per month, remains 
closed, there is no safe boat ramp, there are no 
day trippers due to no daily ferry service, there 
remains limited access to beaches and no amen-
ities on the beaches.

Senator Roberts added, “Considering the ba-
sic infrastructure and amenities to receive tour-
ists are absent or closed, it is a joke and a lie to 
suggest that Keswick Island is welcoming tour-
ists.

“The cruel irony is that tourists have visited 
Keswick Island in the past but local accommo-
dation businesses were closed down overnight 
by China Bloom.

“The Queensland government has literally 
abandoned these residents and their businesses, 
given China Bloom permission to degrade the 
island and now claim Keswick Island is open for 
tourists, when the locals are yet to access basic 
amenities.”

New Keswick Island manager Scott Wilkin-
son was contacted for comment but could not be 
reached by time of print.

kThe Keswick Explorer barge departs 
on Mondays and Fridays from the Mackay 
Marina. To book a trip on the barge contact 
Greaton Keswick on 4965 8043 or vaca-
tions@keswickisland.com.au
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Basil Bay on Keswick Island. PHOTO: Brian Browne-Paterson


