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The publication of this book has been a labour of love for Healthy Cities Illawarra. It has not been an easy project but these are
important stories to tell. These stories reflect passion, determination and true committment to making our community a better place.
They also tell some of the important history of our region. Sadly some of these people have passed away but by publishing this book
of their stories their legacy won’t be forgotten.
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B

eside the Shoalhaven River at Nowra an older man in overalls is toiling in the hot sun planting endless rows of riverbank
stabilising mangrove seedlings. At Port Kembla Hospital a previously “shy and retiring” grandmother is threatening to
throw herself in front of a truck in protest against the removal of equipment and services.

High on the Illawarra escarpment, another resident stands in tears as mature rainforest trees are levelled. She vows to do all in her
power to stop the devastation.
For a Berkeley man, part of the job is as simple as picking up unsightly litter as he walks the family dog every morning.
And way back when, in Bomaderry, a five year old hearing impaired girl gives up her bed so a weary volunteer fire fighter can get
some much needed rest. It begins a lifetime of giving.

Introduction

These are some of the ordinary, everyday people who make up the Illawarra and Shoalhaven communities.
Specifically, they were among 17 people honoured for their long term outstanding voluntary achievements by Healthy Cities Illawarra
(HCI) as part of its 20th Anniversary celebrations.
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When it came time for this non government, non profit, community based organisation to mark 20 successful years aimed at making
the region a healther, safer, greener, more caring place, it was decided one of the most appropriate means was to celebrate the
community of which it had become an essential part.
Extensive publicity invited public nomination of those exceptional community members, particularly the unsung heroes, whose tireless
volunteer efforts helped make the region such a special place. Those chosen would then be recognised for their ongoing hard work by
individual award and public accolade.
As the nominations came in, some were known to the HCI organisation and had been associated with it over the years in various
capacities. Others were new. What became apparent was that each of the Special Achievement Award winners, as eventually chosen
by the HCI Management Committee, demonstrated in one way or another the Healthy Cities philosophy and ideals in action.
The first and major part of this book tells their stories and shows why and how they do what they do. It reveals that despite the
personal sacrifices often involved, they have had their lives enriched by the process.
It was hoped that publishing their stories as they see them, in their own words using their own visionary voices would not only in
some small measure begin to repay these individuals for their years of service, but might, inspire others to join in and contribute in
their own way, to create a healthier, safer, greener and more caring Illawarra.
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D

epending on the tide, Charlie Weir’s first boat trip on the Shoalhaven River would have taken a little over an hour.
Charlie was just a week old and, cradled in his mother’s arms, he was making the trip on his father’s cargo boat, the
Merrawee.
“Everyone thinks I was born in Nowra but I wasn’t,” Charlie says.

In fact he was born in North Sydney and that first boat trip was the last leg of the journey taking him home to the family farm at
Riversdale, about 25 kilometres upstream from the Nowra bridge. With no road access to the area at the time, the Merrawee was
the main source of local transport. Charlie’s father Edgar had operated the Merrawee for some years ferrying passengers and cargo,
and servicing the 18 dairy farms dotted along the upper river. In addition to running the river transport service, Edgar also had his
own farming and fishing activities, so young Charlie was going home to an isolated but abundant lifestyle in the scenically beautiful
Riversdale area, now renowned as the site of artist Arthur Boyd’s property Bundanon.

The shallowing effect is steadily progressing downstream and, according to Charlie, is just one of the problems facing the river.
And when it comes to the Shoalhaven River, nobody knows it like Charlie Weir.
He took that first boat trip on it as an infant, grew up on its banks for the first
17 years of his life and plied it as a commercial fisherman for 40 years. Now,
approaching his 80th birthday, Charlie works seven days a week on its banks
trying to save it. In the past 10 years, Charlie has been responsible for planting
some 300,000 mangrove trees and 15,000 casuarinas and in the process has
rehabilitated more than five and half kilometres of eroded riverbank. Charlie
will dispute those figures because, as he says, he and his helpers may have
actually planted that many mangroves, but you would be hard pressed to go and
count that many healthy surviving trees in the wild. There are many creatures
that love eating mangroves, including cows, wombats and a microscopic insect
mite, that Charlie is battling.There are natural conditions like winds, waves,
tidal action and floods that undermine young plants, and human activities like
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Charlie Weir

As Charlie made that first boat trip on the Shoalhaven, the river was robustly healthy. Its waters teemed with fish and prawns,
aquatic plant life was abundant and its banks were thick with vegetation. The tide, strong in the pre-Tallowa Dam days and rushing
out against a 30 footer like the Merrawee, would have made a big difference to its headway. These days, Charlie will tell you, the
Merrawee would be lucky to make that trip at all, and certainly not at low tide. Because of bank erosion and subsidence, the
Shoalhaven River is silting up and shallowing. “There are four places I could walk right across now without getting my belly button
wet and dad’s boat used to draw about seven foot of water loaded,” Charlie says.
That means you would probably need someone with Charlie’s encyclopaedic knowledge of the river, its tides, bottom and banks,
to even attempt to navigate anything larger than a speedboat in the upper Shoalhaven. Charlie now marvels at old photos of big
steamers and sailing ketches tied up at Nowra wharf.
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wakeboarding and jet boating are excellent at destroying them.
Then there are all the people who, for their own good reasons and despite all the compelling evidence to the contrary, think it is a
great idea to rip them out. The mangroves are unparalleled at helping to stabilise eroding river banks, preserving farm land, reducing
water pollution, providing important habitat for fish and other aquatic species and are also important in estuarine nutrient recycling.

Charlie Weir

So, make it 150,000 to 200,000 ‘growing’ mangrove trees and Charlie will be happy. He doesn’t mind receiving recognition and
accolades for his work - and there have been plenty – he just wants the acknowledgement to be based on accurate figures. There are
enough people trying to tear him down without giving them any unnecessary ammunition.
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Charlie is called many things these days: ‘The Mangrove Man’, which he has certainly earned and has come to enjoy; ‘a bastard’ which
he has long since learned to live with; and a greenie, which he still can’t quite stomach. “I remember my first day mangrove planting,”
Charlie says. “The farmer was all upset and came rushing up to me and said ‘You’re not a greenie are you? I won’t have any greenies
on my property.” Charlie laughs now but at the time it was something of an insult to the long time commercial fisherman, dairy
farmer, sawmill operator and timber cutter. To Charlie it was just natural and common sense to care about the future of the river
and he didn’t want to be associated with any ‘radical’ green elements. “I just started getting fussy about the river, fussy about what
was happening to it,” he says. Charlie got cranky. Cranky about unsustainable fishing practices, cranky about all the industrial pollution,
outboard motor pollution and raw sewerage going into the river; cranky about farming practices eroding the riverbanks and the
increasing amount of subsidence caused by speedboats, jet boats, waterskiing and wakeboarding in inappropriate locations. In some
places 60 to 70 metres of land had been lost into a river that was becoming wider, shallower, more toxic and increasingly denuded of
its natural marine life and vegetation. “The undermining of the banks and the pollution was everywhere in the river and we had dead
fish and fish with what they call Red Spot,” Charlie says. “Every time we got a fish in the net, oh there’s a bloody big cancer sore on
it, you know. They called it Red Spot and it was caused by pollution from factories.” Not what the tourists thought of the beautiful
Shoalhaven River and not what Charlie grew up with.
Charlie says he has never forgotten an incident with his father one day when they had the Merrawee up on the slips for one of its
regular paint and clean outs. “He gave me a bucket and a scraper and he lifted the floor in the boat and he got me and my elder
brother down in the bottom of the boat to clean out the grease and grime,” he says. “I tipped the bucket of grease and muck over the
side of the boat onto the beach and my father grabbed me by the ear and rubbed my face in it. He said “Never do that again.You know
where that’s supposed to go.” I suppose that experience is one reason I respect the river so much.” And even though the river was so
“chock a block full of prawns” that he and his brother would drag an open chaff bag to catch them by the kilo, they were taught never
to take more than they could use. “If you got too many and couldn’t use them, and killed them you got into trouble,” Charlie says.
Charlie tried to be true to those principles as a professional fisherman. “I was always a bit of a….I don’t know what they called me….
a greenie, you know,” he chokes. “I used to try and get the Fisheries to change the size of the mesh we were using because we were
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meshing two many undersize whiting and I said why don’t we let these through. I said that’s our bread and butter for next year. We
were killing too many fish. Anyway I won that argument with another bloke helping me and they brought it in and of course all the
fishermen used to say to me keep your bloody mouth shut, say nothing. They said you give them bastards (the Fisheries) an inch and
they take a mile. Anyway when I dropped out of fishing they didn’t renew it and it is still the same and fisheries won’t change it. I can’t
believe that’s the sort of thing that goes on. It has gone back to the smaller size.”
Charlie is proud of his prowess as a commercial fisherman. “When I was a professional fisherman I was the best fisherman in the
river. I’ll say it myself.” he says. Charlie tries to partially blame that on having a good sounder for locating the fish and prawns but
Freda, his wife of 57 years, has a different explanation.
“He knows the river,” Freda says. “I know the river like the back of my hand.” Charlie admits. “I know the bottom of the river. I
know every snag in the river because I fished it from one end to the other and grew up on it.You get to know every snag there is,
especially when you are hauling prawns.You’ve got a mark on a tree and another mark and you line them up and you say I drop the
net right here and you allow for the tide to take it so far, so you miss (the snag) and you get every inch.You can put the net right
down next to that snag 60, 70, 80 foot down, you get that good at it.You can shoot the net and the next (fisherman) will come along
and shoot and get snagged and then they don’t get any prawns and they say, “How come your net is working and mine is not?” And I
said, “it’s not your net that’s not working, you’re not putting it in the right place”.

“You had to know what your fish, were doing too, when the mullet would come in, when the bream would come in. I used to get the
bream in the canal down there where nobody else could fish but you had to hit it with dead still water because there was all rocks
underneath.” As Charlie’s concern for the river grew he started making more and more noise about it. “I got really wrapped in the
river in a way, I was a bit of a headache to a lot of people and (Shoalhaven) councillors for a while,” he says. In 1980 Charlie wanted
to form a community organisation to lobby on behalf of the river but none of his fellow fishermen were interested.
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Charlie Weir

“That’s the thing you did when you did a lot of it, and you’d watch Dad do it. Uncle Bill and Dad used to work together and you just
grew to it.You knew what you were doing and you had to use your head a bit too I suppose.”
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n her earlier life, Alice Scott claims she was shy and retiring. “I wouldn’t say boo to a goose,” Alice says. These days things have
changed. Alice, with three children, eleven grandchildren and two great grandchildren, doesn’t care who she says boo to. Just
ask then Federal Minister for Health Tony Abbott who was on the end of one of Alice’s verbal lashings and finger waggings
over Federal Government dental care policy at a public forum in Canberra.“Once I started talking, they couldn’t shut me up,”
Alice says. Alice’s career as a community activist began one day when she read in the local paper about NSW Government plans
to close Port Kembla Hospital. With no previous experience in such matters, the Berkeley grandmother felt “compelled” to act.
“I just thought it was wrong for them to be talking about closing the hospital,” she says, “You couldn’t get in a hospital and they were
going to close one down. I thought somebody has got to fight for these things and I decided I was going to be one of them. As her
former “shy and retiring” self and feeling a little afraid and alone, Alice travelled to Wollongong to join a group of protesters who were
taking a bus to Sydney to petition the NSW Health Minister about his plans. It was a big step for Alice and well out of her comfort
zone. But it was also the start of a new “career” in health and environmental advocacy that has not only benefited the community as a
whole but has also seen Alice directly intervene on behalf of scores of individual health sufferers and gain them better treatment.
Alice’s reputation is such that residents in her area who ring their local federal parliamentarian seeking help about emergency dental
treatment in the state run system are given a special contact number where they are told they will get assistance – it is Alice Scott’s
home phone number.

Alice Scott

Alice came from humble beginnings. She says her parents lived in what was “more or less a
humpy” with dirt floors and tin walls “up in the bush” in Wombarra. “By the time I was born in
1940 I think they had gotten the walls and floor up,” she says. “It was just before the end of the
depression and money was short, I know that.” Still, she believes her upbringing taught her a lot
about community spirit. “I loved it. We had very few toys. We made our own fun. We never got
up to mischief. It was a lovely little community where everybody would look after everybody else.
If somebody didn’t have something and somebody else did, they shared it.”
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Alice’s life followed a path common to many. After schooling, there were a few local jobs as a
shop assistant and in a factory, then marriage at 17, then children. Alice says she was married for
“48 years and 9 months” when her husband John passed away in November 2006 of prostate
cancer. At one stage when her children were older and she had some spare time, Alice thought
she might try lawn bowls. “I found it a little slow,” she says. The bowls set went into a cupboard.
They’re gathering dust at the moment but Alice claims they are not completely out of the
question. “I might go back to it one day,” she says, “but I would prefer to get out there now and
agitate and work for the underdog.”Alice’s first protest action opened a new world to her. On
the bus to Sydney she met Paul Matters, then secretary of the South Coast Trades and Labour
Council, and was also surprised to see one of her uncles on board. She realised there would

V i s i o n a r y Vo i c e s

always be others around to provide help and support.
On her return, Alice became more and more involved in public meetings and rallies about local health issues, particularly the continued
uncertainty over the future of Port Kembla Hospital. In 1998 she joined a prolonged picket at the hospital determined to keep it
open. Alice says that by sitting on the picket line for hours on end she was “educated” by some of her older and more experienced
colleagues about the political process.
The picket went seven days a week for a couple of months and Alice was beginning to show her tenacity. One of their missions was to
try and stop hospital equipment being ferried from the premises. One day a truck was attempting to remove a hospital bed.
“I said they’re not going to move this truck,” Alice says, “I’ll lay down in front of it because they’re not going to run over an old granny.”
The protesters had a partial win. Despite the majority of the hospital being closed down, the emergency department remained. Within
a couple of years the emergency department was under threat again.
Alice was involved in setting up a new protest picket line that began on the 1st January 2000. Alice says she was the first to arrive and
there were only a few others present when a passing television crew from WIN 4 stopped to ask what was going on and if they had a
spokesperson. Labour Council official Paul Matters was yet to arrive so another protester suggested that Alice do the interview.
“So I was thrown in at the deep end and I haven’t shut up since,” Alice says. “When Paul arrived he said, “What happened? Who spoke?”
And (they) said, “Alice did,” and he said “Right Alice, from now on, you are our spokesperson.”

“I had my wedding anniversary there, I had my birthday and at the end of January we used to go to Tamworth every year and I said to
my husband, he had the trailer packed, we can’t go now. And it’s the only thing he never forgave me for because he never got to go
there again. He said you put a bloody picket line over my trip to Tamworth. But I couldn’t leave, it was too important to leave.”
Alice says they made it as comfortable as possible on the picket line. “We showered and all up there, we cooked our meals up there.
We found a little shower there near the casualty. I took two big lumps of foam up and I didn’t care who had the other one as long as
I had one. And we scrounged around of a night time and we found an old trolley they used to push instruments on and we took that
down and I made a cover for it and we found an old bookcase and we wheeled that down. I came home and made some curtains to
put around it so it looked neat and tidy and we put all our utensils in that. And the little stainless steel trolley we had our electric jug on
and all our cups and all on. We went down to St.Vinnies and bought all these mugs so if anyone came we could give them a cup of tea.”
“While we were up there I was also fighting to save the maternity unit at Shellharbour because they were closing that as well. So I
would leave the picket line there and go to meetings at Shellharbour to try and save the maternity ward.”
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Alice Scott

“So from then on, Paul didn’t come much because he was tied up with problems with the Labour Council, so I more or less took over
and I did all the speaking and whatever else had to be done, rallied the troops and kept it going for 144 days. I slept there for 140 days
on the floor.”
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The picket line ended with limited success at the time and Alice still regrets that she didn’t keep it going longer. Currently, the hospital
has what she says is a ‘Claytons’ emergency department.
Shortly after the picket ended, Alice noticed a new dental action group was starting up in Warrawong and she began attending
meetings with fellow campaigner Tom Ward. The group campaigns for improved public dental services and also wants to see Medicare
cover dental treatment. “I nearly tossed it in a few times because it was very tame and all they did was a lot of letter writing but no
action,” Alice says. “They were getting nowhere saying we will write a letter to this one and write a letter to that one but the only
one who knew the letters were being written was the one who was receiving them and they were doing nothing. Anyway, I got voted
in as chair and I said, “Well we are getting nowhere the way we are, so we have got to start being seen to do something.”
So the group got a mock up of a “big horrible set of teeth” and a banner made and started attending lots of rallies and being ‘seen and
heard’. Alice’s ‘teeth’ became seasoned travellers and visited Sydney, Canberra and locations up and down the coast.
“We are all aged pensioners. We were supported for a time by Area Health but now we don’t get any financial backing from anyone.
Area Health do our minutes for us but as far as anything else goes we are on our own. We have got to find our own finance and God
it is hard at times.” She says.

Alice Scott

“We hold a little raffle at our meetings and the kitty is building up. If we need a bus to go somewhere for a rally or a meeting we will
have the money. Jennie George (Federal Member for Throsby) is one of our best supporters. She’s fantastic, Jennie George.”
Alice has helped a similar group establish itself in Orange and she has regular meetings with organisations such as the National
Council of Social Services NSW (NCOSS), The Australian Dental Association and the NSW Dental Association.
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“I do feel that we had quite a bit to do with drawing (the issue) to the attention of the government, State and Federal, with our
petitions and our letter writing because I write a lot of letters,” she says. Alice recounts a recent trip to Canberra that led to her
run in with the Federal Health Minister at a public forum that was much bigger than they expected. “We got the shock of our lives
because it was a national thing and we didn’t realise they were all (going to be) dentists and orthodontists and dental nurses and
therapists,” she says. “We took what we call our teeth book. It’s a book on rotten teeth and it’s all in graphic colour and it tells you
what bad teeth do to your body and all the problems it causes. It cost us $10 to get it printed. It was only in a folder thing and we
have to be careful who we give them to because we can’t afford too many.”
“Tony Abbott came in to speak and he got the shock of his life, ‘Good God,’ he said, ‘there’s truckloads’. He thought there would only
be half a dozen people. One of the NCOSS people heard him. Anyway I said to Desi, (a fellow campaigner), “Before he goes I am going
to give him this book.” And she said, “You can’t do that. It’s not done.” And I said, “I don’t care, you don’t let an opportunity go by
Desi,” and I said, “Before he leaves this room watch me, he is going to get this.” And everyone was asking questions and he said, “No
more questions, thanks very much I’ll go.” And I was off my chair. I don’t know where I got the courage to be honest. I said: ‘Before
you go Mr Abbott.’ “And they reckon my leg’s were pumping as I ran down the aisle, and I said “I would like to present this booklet on
behalf of the Illawarra Dental Health Action Group.” I said “I’d like you to read it. Don’t just stick it in your bottom drawer and forget
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about it.” I said “Read it. There is some very good information in there.” I said “It just might help you make a very hard decision.” They
reckon I was wagging my finger at him. I don’t remember. Well, I got a standing ovation. They reckon the timing was perfect. There was
a professor from Adelaide who came up to me and said that was perfect timing. It was brilliant. I was chuffed at that.” Like Alice says,
once she started talking, they couldn’t shut her up. “I get a lot of people ringing me up. People ring Jennie George up and she says at
the present time it is still a state matter, which it is, but I will give you the name of somebody who will be able to help you. Then she
gives them my name and I get the call, I have helped so many that have been on the waiting list for dentures or they have a serious
tooth ache and they’ve sort of said ‘You’re on the list’ but then they forget about them.”
“First of all, I say ring this number and if you don’t get a date for an appointment ring me back. Some people ring up and you know
they are trying to jump the queue and they haven’t got a real problem, but I can usually suss them out. I say ‘You tell me your problem’.
And they tell me and I can tell if they are fair dinkum. And if they are fair dinkum and they ring up and get nowhere I then ring up
and get on to the bloke in Sydney. He more or less said to me one day, ‘Alice just because you ring me doesn’t mean to say I can
bump them up the queue. I saw red, I said You only see the tip of the iceberg.You don’t see all that ring me. I only send the ones that
really need urgent treatment.’ I have got to the stage now where I say I am giving you the chance to fix the problem because they are
prepared to go to the media.” Alice believes the public dental system is in disarray. “I’ve had people ring me up who have pulled their
own teeth with pliers,” she says. “The mouth is the only part of the body not covered by Medicare. As I said to the Illawarra Mercury
the other day, if you get a boil on your bum you can go to the doctor and it is covered my Medicare. But you get a boil on your gum
and you have to go to a dentist it is not covered by Medicare, it’s ridiculous.” The lawn bowls, it seems, will have to wait.
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Alice Scott

Footnote:
Alice is involved in a number of other community activities including the Port Kembla Pollution Meeting, Illawarra Residents Against
Toxic Environments (IRATE), and the Kembla Green Corridor group.
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hen you step through the front gate into the Port Kembla home of Daniel Deighton and Sue McGregor you enter
another world. Twelve years ago when they brought the property it was just a normal two bedroom cottage with
lawn and concrete areas front and back. Now you step off a central suburban street into a rainforest. A dry creek bed,
habitat for the endangered green and golden bell frog, runs down the front yard. There are trees, plants and foliage everywhere.
There are a number of other frog species, giant stick insects and a myriad other creatures making a home. As dusk descends,
who knows what else is about. This is the real centre of Port Kembla nightlife. Beside the house are rainwater tanks, worm
farms and natural filtering systems that recycle grey water from the house. Out the back there are 40 odd species of fruit trees,
including a large stand of banana trees, paw paws, avocados, tamarillos, and other exotic fruits. Underneath the canopy there are
vegetable and herb gardens, chooks, ducks and guinea pigs. TAFE students and others come here to learn about sustainability and
permaculture, members of the local Asian community come to harvest some of the wide range of herbs available for their home
cooking, and, when the price of bananas skyrocketed, trucks pulled up in the back lane to pinch them by the bunch. All this on
land and soil originally heavily contaminated by Port Kembla pollution.

Dan & Sue

To Daniel and Sue, it is just the centre of a growing network of community activities and projects they are involved in, either as a
couple or individually. One of the most striking is Dan’s laneway project, where he has transformed the side lane walkway adjoining
their house into a unique corridor of trees, community vegetable and herb gardens, community seating, picnic tables, solar lighting and
composting points. Starting alone 12 years ago, the laneway project has now expanded through five blocks, some half a kilometre away
from Dan’s house, and he has gradually inspired a growing team of local residents to help him on the way.
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They have even attracted their own voluntary coffee man who visits their regular Friday afternoon working bees with a brewed
organic coffee for everyone involved. The coffee man, nearby resident Trevor James, saw all the activity taking place and just wanted to
contribute in some way, even though he had no interest in gardening. “I had to do
something but I was trying to avoid getting my hands dirty,” Trevor says.
The workers are just happy for the indulgent coffee and a chance for a chat and
a laugh, but Dan and Sue see it as a symbol of a growing community. “Trevor’s
involvement with the project has been supporting the social side of it.” Dan says,
“He is not interested in gardening but he loves coffee and we all enjoy coffee so
through the bringing of the coffee we have made a really great friendship. It comes
back to you feeling like you are part of something.You are part of a community
and you are part of a friendship and you realise that you are getting back as much
or even more than you are contributing.”
It was not always easy getting support in transforming a mostly bare public
thoroughfare that many people were apprehensive about walking down into a
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social space and ‘edible landscape’ as Dan calls it. An initially sceptical Lance Abben was the first local resident to join the project.
“I still remember the day,” Dan says, “I was sort of amongst the long grass tending to a few trees that I planted and Lance bowled
past and said ‘What are you doing mate? You are wasting your time bro. They will be gone in the morning.’ I said ‘Oh well, I’ll just plant
a few more.’ And it just sort of grew from there.” Despite his early reservations, Lance decided to give it a go anyway and is now a
passionate believer. His initial fears that the plantings would just be ripped up by vandals have never eventuated.
“The first trees we planted are over 20 metres high now,” Lance says. “Yeah, they’re towering,” Dan adds.
“I had a comment from one of the locals today where someone said it is looking absolutely beautiful down here,” Lance says. “They
said they walk down here on purpose now because it feels good.” Dan believes his love of the natural environment was nurtured as a
young surfer growing up in Warilla.
“At the time we just loved the surfing for the waves but you did love being out there at sunrise and sunset in all the different seasons
so I really did gain an appreciation for the natural world through surfing,” he says. In his mid teens he started. “Thinking for himself
about all that was happening in the 80’s with the environment and all the pollution and all of those things that were happening then.
Sewage outfalls and deforestation and gaining an awareness of the bigger picture.” He graduated from the University of New South
Wales as a Landscape Architect and become involved in community tree planting and environmental programs in Wollongong.
Sue grew up in suburban Melbourne but says her father was “a bit of a bushie.”

“I think it is a duty of care to the planet to do all these things,” she says. “We travel a fair bit around the world and see how beautiful
other parts of the world are but we still have some incredible beauty here that we should try and capture and hold on to.”
Sue, who now works as a Wollongong City Council Bushcare Officer, says she was originally asked by the council to set up a Friends
of Tom Thumb Lagoon community group to help with wetland regeneration and that was where she met Dan, who was also involved
establishing the group. They have continued to work closely together on that and on a number of other community, environmental and
educational programs.
Dan and Sue moved into their Port Kembla house together happy with the seaside location, the large ethnic population and the ample
backyard area for vegie growing. They didn’t quite bank on the level of soil contamination they would discover soon afterwards.
“The front yard was contaminated with arsenic, lead, cadmium and selenium, and at the same time we found out that we got all our
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Dan & Sue

“I have been a vegetarian since I was 12 years old and I always had that connection of not wanting to hurt any animals and I liked
the environment and we had trees all over our backyard and grew all our own food at home and I think that just sort of followed
through,” she says. Sue worked as an animal nurse and in the trade union movement and became involved in environmental and social
issues such as the Franklin River Dam protests.
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fruit and vegies checked through the Illawarra Public Health Unit and we changed our whole process of growing food based on that.”
Sue says. “We now provide people with the opportunity to come to our garden to see how we changed our way of growing things.”
Dan says, “We always grew organically but then we really concentrated on the soil and building it up. We dug a lot of the contaminated
soil out and made massive compost heaps and got compost worms into the topsoil so now we are growing them in a rich organic
compost. The fruit trees were not so much of an issue; it was more the leafy greens and herbs, things that concentrate the metals
much faster and more readily than a tree.” Sue says the copper smelter used to offer people free slag to build up their backyards so
people used to go up to the copper smelter to get the copper slag and that is why many people have contaminants in their yards.
“So we had to dig a lot of that out. Now the smelter is closed it is wonderful,” she says.

Dan & Sue

Their house was transforming, but the side laneway looked ‘bare and horrible’. “At the same time we actually found green and golden
bell frogs in our yard, so by creating the habitat in the laneway we actually extended our property and our green space around our
house considerably.” Sue says. “We brought the tree line right out to the bitumen so we now have this huge green space and we
have black cockatoos and everything in what is our backyard basically.” In an area dominated by heavy industry, steelmaking and
manufacturing, Sue jokingly calls their backyard ‘the oxygen factory’.
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Dan says “We were originally motivated to bring back the bush to Port Kembla and increase wildlife habitat and create a nicer place
and improve the public amenities. There was a perception that this laneway here was unsafe and there were no amenities for people
to go out and sit down and meet up.You just basically scampered through and you didn’t stop. We had the bigger picture idea of
reclaiming back the public open space and making it safer and making it more conducive for the community to come together.”
“Another important reason is to bring the food back into public open space and provide people who don’t have a backyard – a lot of
people live in Department of Housing (premises) at the end of the lane, so we wanted to create an edible landscape so people could
access healthy organic local produce on their regular walks to and from town, and also encourage people to use public open space to
grow food to supplement their diet and reduce their living cost.” Sue says many residents use the laneway as a thoroughfare to the
Warrawong shopping centre.
“A lot of the older people come back walking and they have some seats now to have a rest before they get home,” she says. “You see
a lot of people in the mornings and in the afternoons sitting on the seats and having a chat.” Dan and Sue consume a lot of their own
produce but also give much away, some in a specially prepared sheltered community box in the laneway.
“Every day we harvest for a green salad or a stir fry,” Dan says. “So you could have a garden salad for lunch and you can have stir fry
or Asian style soup for dinner. We have seasonal harvest, so at the moment we have been harvesting Brazilian cherries and we have
our mandarin tree full, we have lemons, bananas at different times of the year, the custard apples are just about to come in; there’s
olives and a range of other sub tropical fruits. The paw paws are great because we eat them green all through the winter and almost
every week we pick a green papaya and we either have one at home for our own Thai salad or we take one with us down to the Thai
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restaurant and they make us a green papaya salad.” They regularly give fresh produce to their local Thai restaurant and when their
Vietnamese friends Lee and Tam have visited the garden to harvest fresh herbs, Sue and Dan often return home to find freshly cooked
Vietnamese meals on their back doorstep.
Dan was a founding member of the management committee of the Port Kembla Community Centre in 2004, and the couple are
heavily involved in projects such as community barbecues and breakfasts. Dan has also established a Men’s Group called MENTOR
(Men Together Our Responsibility) at the centre and new facilities and projects for it are being established. One of the men’s group
members is using his skills to convert an old three wheeled bicycle ‘trishaw’ into a mobile community coffee machine that Trevor will
be able to use on his Friday visits. Dan believes everyone has something to offer the community.
“Everyone has a skill or a life experience that is valid and valuable that they can share with others and that’s what is so great about
it because everyone is equal. There’s no hierarchy about working together and cooperating.” Sue agrees. “Most volunteers are from
a vast range of different backgrounds and they all work off each other. I think volunteering is important for all sorts of people. It just
really makes you feel you have done something worthwhile for the day.”
They also know to set boundaries.

“Like every community, you have got some undesirable people but basically here everybody works together,” Sue says.” It is a very
close community. Everybody knows everybody, everybody says hello. I have known people who have lived in some other areas all their
lives and don’t even know their next door neighbour. Here everybody says hello, everybody smiles.”
“It’s just full of characters,” Dan says. “I think it is real here. I mean there is no smokescreen, what you see is what you get. In some
suburbs the same things are there but it is all covered over and it is all hushed up and you can’t see it and nobody really wants to talk
about it. Whereas here, well you have to talk about it because it is in your neighbourhood and the issues are right there for you and
you need to face them and come up with solutions.You have to because you can’t ignore it.”
Growing partnerships with industry is also a focus. “It is much easier at Tom Thumb now because industry is becoming part of the
overall caring and they have been brought in with partnerships in caring for the site which is great because they were part of the
damage.” Dan says. “It’s great because it is the only way forward, building partnerships with industry and getting them to take responsibility because it is not just the community alone.”
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Dan & Sue

“We have our own time because otherwise it does consume you,” Sue says. “I mean when we first started at Tom Thumb we were
doing it every weekend for whole days so we would work all week and then we would go Saturday and Sunday and work and it
became so exhausting and started to consume us. So every Friday morning is our time and when we walk along the beach, that’s our
time.” Dan and Sue believe that Port Kembla, despite its many social and environmental challenges, has great potential. Those who
only see a seedy side are missing that potential and unique character.
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As night falls on a Friday winter evening in the laneway there are still half a dozen local men working with Dan on a new garden bed.
“What we are doing is building community,” he says. “The outcome of our work I guess is bringing people together to socialise and
at the same time to make a contribution back to their local environment and community.”

Dan & Sue

“I think it is a two way thing, like you give something but you get a whole lot back. What you get back is a better physical
environment but you also get back a sense of community and a sense of belonging and friendship.You are finding your place in the
community.You feel like you belong in a community and you feel better about yourself and you don’t feel isolated or disconnected.
You feel valued and that you are a part of something bigger.You feel there are many benefits for the broader community and that
this is your life and you want to contribute in the best way that you can.”
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Betty has been a willing partner and support in many of his endeavours and has also had her own community projects, particularly as a
Meals on Wheels volunteer for some 30 years and helping organise the Wollongong Home Science annual school reunion.
Exemplifying their work as a team is the fact that Alan has joined Betty on an extended Meals on Wheels run since 1989. Betty claims
Alan initially caused problems with his tendency to stay chatting too long with their clients. Instead of fruitlessly trying to alter that
behaviour, Betty invented an ingenious hot water bottle system to keep the food nice and hot. To this day, Alan is forbidden from
touching it. You know they work well as a team because they not only adapt to each other’s behaviour, they often finish each other’s
sentences.
“You go to a home and if you knew anyone you probably stay longer than you should,” Alan says. “But what you have got to consider,
you have got to think of the last person you go to. The meal has got to be hot so
that’s why Betty put the hot water bottle in the bottom of the container.” “That
was Betty’s idea,” he says. “She still does it. I’m not allowed to fill up the water
bottle.”
Betty counters. “He puts too much air in it.” And Alan finishes, “And you can’t get
the meals to fit in the container.” “He’s not allowed to do it. He doesn’t get the air
out of it,” Betty says. “I tried, I tried hard but I couldn’t get it right,” Alan concedes.
It is playful banter from a couple with almost half a century of commitment to each
other.
Alan was 25 when he moved from Junee to the Illawarra in 1956 and got a job at
the steelworks as a tally clerk. Betty, from a long established Wollongong family,
worked in the sales department. “That’s how lucky I was,” Alan says. “I moved up
to invoicing at the steelworks and that’s where I met Betty. Whether it was good or
bad for Betty I don’t know.” “He used to have to walk through the sales department
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Alan & Betty Washbourne

lan and Betty Washbourne are quite a team. When they celebrate their 50th wedding anniversary in August 2008 they
can look back with pride not only on the success of their personal relationship and the family they have raised, but on
a lifetime of giving to others. As a team, and separately, they have given countless hours to their local community and
environment. Alan is a past joint winner of the Wollongong Volunteer of the Year Award, recognising his constant contribution
to the environment, the conservation and restoration of local heritage, local schools, the scouting movement, neighbourhood
centres, community development and children’s sport. He is also the recipient of an Order of Australia Medal, a Centenary of
Federation Medal and a string of other tributes and awards. Heavily involved as a local organiser for the annual Wollongong City
Council “Rise & Shine” clean up and the national Clean Up Australia Day, Alan many years ago thought “If you are going to do it
one day a year, why not do it every day.” So nearly every morning since 1986, rain or shine, Alan has picked up bagfuls of street
rubbish in the local green corridor areas whilst walking the family dog.
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Alan & Betty Washbourne

to get to the typing department,” Betty explains. “That was a good walk I took, ” Alan says. Alan started driving Betty home but it
certainly wasn’t his car that impressed her. “I had this old 1935 Chev, “ Alan says.“It was the laugh of the place.”
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The couple had two children, Peter and Joanne, and in 2007 were ‘thrilled’ to have their first grandchild. Alan had always been a keen
sportsman and they believe their community work was a ‘natural progression’ from their involvement in their children’s sports and
things like scouts and the school canteen. Over the years the couple had become increasingly attached to their local Berkeley community.
“I think people realise what a lovely place Berkeley is,” Betty says. “We had a choice but we have never been sorry we came here and
have made some lovely friends. There are neighbours that have been around for 40 years and the children have grown up together
here.” In 1977 when a scouting movement friend passed away Betty took over her place in a two person Meals on Wheels team
serving a local area. They took over the extra round when Alan retired.
“You meet some lovely people like that,” Betty says. “You get to become friends after a while you deliver to them so often. They look
forward to the visits. People say it could be the only people they see all day.”
The couple had also become increasingly interested in the history of the Berkeley area and helped out with historical research. In
1986 Alan and three others now deceased - Stan Williams, Jack Maynes and Frank Senior – founded the Berkeley Pioneer Cemetery
Restoration Group. Alan continues as president and treasurer of the organisation with Betty involved in ongoing conservation,
restoration and promotional work. The cemetery has particular local historic significance and, in recognition of their efforts, the
National Trust now conducts annual guided walking tours is popular with school excursions and public visitors.
Around the same time Alan also became a coordinator for the annual Rise and Shine council clean ups and Clean Up Australia Day and
decided to start on his personal daily clean up walks. For a long time he set off at 7.30 every morning with a supply of shopping bags
for the rubbish and their beloved Collie/Australian Kelpie cross dog Bogart. New family member, Lady, is now more than happy to have
taken over the companion role.
“I felt then that instead of just doing it one time, there is enough around to do it all the time,” Alan says. Also involved with the Kembla
Green Corridor group, he says he “sort of adopted” another area near a local F6 exit ramp where there had been tree plantings
and noise barrier works. Alan keeps the aluminium cans as a fundraiser for the pioneer cemetery and much of the remainder of the
material goes into the recycling. Alan doesn’t waste time getting angry or frustrated but just acknowledges the fact that however much
he picks up there will always be other people, either mindlessly or just callously, who will throw more rubbish out their car windows.
“I have just accepted that’s what happens,” he says. “The other thing that is most important is that whatever I pick up doesn’t go into
Lake Illawarra. That is the other thing that is on my mind all the time.”
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Alan’s other current or ex-involvements include being president of the Berkeley Neighbourhood Watch Committee, convenor of
the Unit 9 Neighbourhood Committee, Berkeley Development Association executive committee member, judiciary member of the
Illawarra Cricket Association, auditor of the local Junior Sports Club, member of the Cringila Community Park Committee, president
of Berkeley Scouts Group and coach with the Berkeley Junior Cricket and Junior Soccer Clubs.

“There is still a lot work to be done and I have enjoyed it but you still have to keep your priorities right,” he says. “I just hope to
continue what I am doing. I hope to have the good health to continue what I am doing now. I think that’s what it boils down to.” Betty
too would have it no other way. “You meet some lovely people and make friends for life,” She says, “There are lots of things to do in
the community. You don’t need to sit at home doing nothing, there are plenty of things you can do. It enriches your life.”
Footnote:
Sadly, Alan Washbourne passed away in September 2009, but his legacy continues.
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Alan & Betty Washbourne

Other awards include a United Nations International Day for the Elderly award, Wollongong City Council awards for his Rise
and Shine and environmental work, nomination for the 1999 WIN News Community Citizen of the Year Award and winner of a
McDonalds Environmental Dig In Award. It is little wonder he made the cover of the Wollongong 2003 telephone directory as a man
who was “always happy to get his hands dirty when it comes to helping out his local community.” Alan doesn’t shy away from his
achievements, he would much prefer to talk about the contributions Betty has made, and the importance of all the other community
volunteers he has been involved with. “In all these things you only represent the people you work with,” he says. “We have been
nominated but we represent all the people we work with, In Meals on Wheels there are so many volunteers there, There are many
people in every organisation we have been in because without them you don’t have an organisation.” And Alan says they are always
careful to balance their volunteering with their family life together.
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Helen Hamilton

ne morning in 1992 Helen Hamilton was in the front yard of her Port Kembla home cradling her five month old
granddaughter when an incident occurred that was to be a defining moment in her life. Helen had just waved goodbye
to her daughter Leanne who was on her way to work whilst inside the house her mother Emma was battling her
chronic health problems. Grandmother and granddaughter lingered in the garden to enjoy the sunshine and were touching and
smelling the roses, as they often did. The gentle north easterly breeze should only have added the slight fragrance of surf and
ocean to the scene but unfortunately it was much more ominous. Less than a quarter of a kilometre away the 200 metre high
concrete chimney stack towering over the Port Kembla copper smelter was belching toxic pollution. The next day Helen found
a large, slow healing wound on the top of the baby’s head that was eventually determined to be a burn from acidic iron sulphate
fallout.
Helen found the same tell-tale rusty coloured spots on the sleeve of the garment she was wearing that day, and on nappies that had
been hanging on the clothes line.
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Pollution in Port Kembla was nothing new but it was the sudden realisation that the fallout was having a serious impact on the
four generations of the family present that day that was a major catalyst in spurring Helen into action. Residents had been having
problems with acidic brown staining on their cars, footpaths, patios, rooftops and washing since an “upgrade” to the copper smelter
in 1990.
In Helen’s household, all of the family members were suffering respiratory problems to some extent and all residents would soon
learn of a cancer cluster affecting a number of her youngest daughter’s playmates.
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It was the beginning of a roller coaster ride for Helen that would see her attacked
and vilified in the NSW Parliament and by some local media, to long running court
battles with government and big business, and to one shattering morning when she
felt ashamed to be an Australian.
But it would also lead her to discover an inner strength and sense of purpose that
she never knew existed; to develop new talents and abilities, and to tap into an
underlying community spirit of friendship and support that sustains her to this day. “I
used to get bashed in my relationships and I didn’t stand up for myself,” Helen says.
“Then all of a sudden I found myself standing up for a whole community. Well….that
was something that turned my life around.”
The single mother of two with only basic educational and vocational experience
went on to win a landmark Freedom of Information court battle against the NSW
Government, to give guest lectures at universities, colleges and schools, to write

numerous submissions to government, two chapters in international books, to provide advice and inspiration to various community
groups and to be the subject of an episode of the ABC’s Australian Story.
Presenting Helen with the National Avon Spirit of Achievement Award in 1998 for her actions, former Victorian Premier Joan Kirner
said, “She is a woman with no big formal education and certainly no wealth in terms of money but she’s holding up a light for all
Australians.” When I did my first (university) lecture on advocacy I didn’t know I was an advocate, Helen laughs. “I didn’t know what it
meant. I had to look it up.”
Through all the highs and lows, Helen has emerged with her seemingly easy-going, laid-back character and sense of fun intact. But you
don’t have to scratch too far to not only find the steely resolve that helped Helen maintain her stability through years of struggle, but
also to see a profound sense of spirituality guiding her path and a deep love of family and community inspiring her commitment.

Helen was born in Port Kembla shortly before the end of the Second World War and, apart from a few years in Sydney in the late 60’s
and early 70’s, has lived in the area all of her life. Her family first arrived in Port Kembla when her maternal grandmother moved from
Sydney to establish a boarding house catering for workers from the newly established steelworks. Her mother, now Emma Tonagh,
met her father, a Scottish immigrant looking for work in the local industry at the boarding house and they were married in 1933.
Helen was 10 when the family home was built, ironically with the help of a compensation payment after her father suffered a serious
industrial accident at the copper smelter. “In the early days it was good in some respects because I had cousins and there were always
families around,” Helen says of her early life. “We didn’t have transport so we were kind of across the road and in the next street and
everybody knew everyone.” “At school I was always into dancing and athletics and I was junior champion at the school for running
and then I went on to the marching girls after that and netball and I did a bit of ballroom dancing. Then at 18, I got married like we all
used to do in those days.” The spectre of pollution was never far away.
“I can always remember the times of industry with the fallout and the fumes that were really, really bad. We used to grow our own
vegetables and sometimes they used to die overnight from the fumes that used to come from the smelter.”
Her father would warn her mother the grey dust that often covered the vegetables was full of arsenic and lead.
“I just remember always having a lot of bronchitis and things like that. I just remember being always sick with bronchitis,” Helen says
“Dad couldn’t say too much because he worked down there but there were times that people did complain. I can remember

V i s i o n a r y Vo i c e s

Helen Hamilton

Growing up in Port Kembla, a small strip of land dominated by heavy industry, was always going to have its drawbacks but there were
always compensations. There were the beautiful beaches and stunning natural backdrop, the close-knit community and lots of friends
and family.
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tuberculosis and everything was all being looked at at different times. I remember going for x-rays for tuberculosis and Mum says they
did complain about the pollution way back but it just wasn’t listened to because everybody depended so much on the heavy industry
for work.”

Helen Hamilton

Helen didn’t get too involved in the pollution battle until after she moved back into the family home in 1989 to help care for
her mother. “I had to get involved because I was sick and I didn’t know why I was sick. I had my two girls with me and then my
granddaughter had come along,” she says. “I used to wonder where my illness came from and I used to always ask, ‘Why me?’ You
always ask ‘why me’ when you have an illness they don’t know how to treat and you are searching for answers.”
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“Then they were preparing to reopen the copper smelter again and I thought ‘No’, and then the leukaemia cluster came to the
foreground. All were young kids that my youngest daughter used to play with and that was the other catalyst that got me really
involved in the pollution fight.” “I started going to the meetings and the rallies even though I was battling to walk. I really battled to
walk up the hill for the rallies.”
The Port Kembla copper smelter was originally built in 1908 and over the years there has been a number of upgrades and additions,
not all of them judged to be very successful. Its proponents often said it was “unique” technology but to residents that seemed
to mean it was untried, untested and unworkable. The residents weren’t against the smelter, the jobs it provided and its economic
benefits as such. They just wanted to be able to breathe clean air. “We just wanted to be able to go out in the backyard and have a
barbecue like everyone else,” Helen says.
Traditionally, government authorities had not seen toxic pollution levels as a priority and where standards were set, industry was
mostly left to monitor and police itself. Many standards were merely guidelines and were not enforceable. As a result, for decades
Port Kembla and surrounding areas had suffered as industry belched out huge quantities of sulphur dioxide gas, lead, cadmium, arsenic,
dioxins, nickel, zinc, chromium, copper, selenium, and iron. When authorities did become aware of excessive pollution levels, toxic build
up and community health concerns, the answer seemed to be to look the other way and keep the reports secret.
According to documents later released as a result of Helen’s Freedom of Information case against the NSW Government, there were
nearly 4000 exceedences of sulphur dioxide above World Health Organisation safe levels recorded in one year at a property across
the road from the smelter. “No wonder we were sick,” Helen says.
The 1990 “upgrade” of the copper smelter had proved to be a disaster with emissions of a thick black dust and gaseous sulphur
dioxide fumes complemented by acidic fallout. Community calls for action began to intensify and under pressure, the Illawarra Public
Health Unit (IPHU) tested a small number of houses. In 1992 Helen’s household was among those shocked to receive letters from the
IPHU stating that tests had shown their roof spaces contained many toxic heavy metals in quantities that “would suggest that the dust
shouldn’t be permitted to enter the living area of the house. The dust remains there to this day as it is too costly to remove,” Helen
says.
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After three more years of intense community protesting and lobbying, of stirring the NSW Government’s Environment Protection
Authority (EPA) into action, of an official stipulation for the smelter to cut sulphur dioxide emissions to nil, the plant eventually shut
its doors in 1995. The community was ecstatic and within just a few months the asthma, wheezing and allergy symptoms in Helen’s
household disappeared.
“We realised what fresh air was and we realised the grass was growing and the trees were growing and the birds were coming back
and you could have a barbecue outside and people were out walking. People weren’t out walking much before. We didn’t realise what
a bonus we would get from it closing,” Helen says.

The community needed someone to step up. For once, Helen’s lack of personal possessions was an advantage. “I was going to the
rallies and I just got more and more involved and it came to a situation where they needed somebody to be the litigant for a legal
case. It had to be someone who couldn’t get sacked from their job and couldn’t get their house taken off them because the company
could just come along and say, ‘Well you stopped us from production. We will recuperate our money by suing you and taking your
house off you.’ she says.
“I was living with Mum and I didn’t have anything. I only had an old bomb car. Once I had opened my mouth and said it, that was it. I
couldn’t take it back. That’s how I always say I got pushed in the deep end and then God helped me to learn how to swim and tread
water and stay at the bottom if I had to stay at the bottom with a deep breath.” Afraid to stick up for herself during what she says
were two ‘short but disastrous marriages’, Helen now found the courage to stand alone on behalf of her community in a personal
fight against two huge entities; a state government and a large multinational corporation.
“It was like the government and the copper smelter were walking all over the people. People had been complaining for so long,”
Because of the possible legal ramifications, Helen had to officially sever ties with the community organisations she had helped to
establish, particularly the group called IRATE, (Illawarra Residents Against Toxic Environments). Helen was granted $18,000 Legal Aid
funding to test the validity of the government’s development consent for the smelter’s reopening, a move criticised by a number of
state politicians and some media outlets. The then NSW Premier Bob Carr came out publicly condemning Helen’s court action.
Through local Legal Aid solicitor Michael Sergent, Helen secured the services of Sydney environmental barrister Tim Robertson.
Robertson later recalled that after first meeting Helen he didn’t think she knew what she had gotten herself into.“I thought Helen
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Helen Hamilton

Cruelly, the very next year the NSW Government announced the plant would not only reopen under new ownership, it would
have 50 percent increased production and a more relaxed emissions standard. The government was thinking only of economic
development. The unions were thinking only of jobs. For an industry town, an amazing 80 percent of residents surveyed didn’t want
the smelter reopened without a guarantee of fresh, breathable air.
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wouldn’t stay the distance,” he later recalled to Australian Story. “She was a small lady without, I thought, much experience of the
rough and tumble of environmental politics and law. And as I got to know her better, I realised that here was a woman, who despite
the homely exterior had a great deal of grit and determination in her personality.”
Six months of intense preparation passed for Helen and her legal team. She acknowledges the team’s weekend and night work went
way beyond their obligation or payment.

Helen Hamilton

Full of anticipation, Helen arrived shortly before 10am for the beginning of her court hearing in the NSW Land and Environment
Court in Sydney on 29 May 1997. She listened in disbelief as her barrister informed her that one of her main legal opponents, the
NSW Planning Minister, had introduced a special Bill into State Parliament overnight that effectively quashed her case. “I was totally
shattered,” Helen says. “I thought democracy had died that day. I was ashamed to be Australian.”
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Hoping that the Bill might be thwarted in the NSW Upper House with the help of the Liberal Party, Helen, sat in the public gallery in
Parliament and heard a Liberal politician ridicule her actions. Totally disillusioned, Helen thought it was the end of her battle and the
complete waste of more than six months of her life. But after further talks with her barrister, it was realised it was just the beginning.
A fresh legal effort began involving Freedom of Information (FOI) laws that prevented many of the scientific reports and documents
relating to the smelter reopening being made public. Robertson later recalled, “The effect of what the Government was doing to
Helen was saying ‘We’re not going to give you documents telling you how much pollution you and your family have suffered in the
past. And we’re not going to tell you the reasons for wanting to continue to subject you to that level or some other level of pollution
in the future.’
That fight was eventually won in September the following year, in a case that was seen as having national significance in its effect on
the FOI process. “It was a little daunting having to do it,” Helen says, “but I managed and people were coming up to me and saying
‘Thank you for changing those laws, we’ve now had access to documents that we couldn’t get access to before.’ And I started to
realise then what we had really done. I had no idea when I first started into this, the difference I’d make. I never dreamt whatsoever
that I’d be where I am today, doing what I’m doing. How I just sat back and left everybody else to do everything, like a lot of people
do, but now I think if you don’t get up there and speak up, they don’t know there’s a problem.”
“The big companies are in there lobbying all the time, but the community’s not. The community don’t know to do it. These politicians
that are making the decisions don’t get fed information from the other side unless the community get up and tell them. If you don’t
jump up and down, they’re just going to leave you sitting there.” The smelter did eventually reopen but it faced a losing battle against
the power of a community that would no longer allow it to flout emission standards and toy with public health. Helen acknowledges
the strong community support she received, particularly from fellow IRATE members Olive Rodwell, Shirley Shead and Alice Scott,
from David and Kylie Gilmour, Dan Deighton and Sue McGregor, from Healthy Cities Illawarra and from students from Wollongong

V i s i o n a r y Vo i c e s

University.
“We had an EPA there that was like a toothless tiger for so long, then we started to stand up and then they started to stand up and
back us up as well,” Helen says. “Like after the copper smelter started up again, we would ring one another and get our cameras and
up we would go and video. There would be stuff pouring out of all the buildings and the company would be saying ‘no there is nothing
happening’ and we would be filming it. We’d go in the next day and put the video on the counter at the EPA and say ‘What are you
going to do about this?’ and they’d say ‘Come and show us? and they’d have a look at it. We’d push them and then they got a bit more
backbone and things seemed to move along from there.”

The copper smelter lies dormant at this time but Helen and her allies in groups such as IRATE and the Port Kembla Pollution Meeting
remain operational and vigilant. They continue to monitor, observe and consult on possible sources of pollution and toxins from all
sources in the local region and, where necessary, give the authorities a kick in the shins when action is needed. Helen has gone on to
a raft of personal and community projects and achievements, forever inspired by her own gallant ascendance. As she wrote in 2002 as
the smelter battle continued, “Sometimes I think that all of this effort is fruitless, given the tasks of overcoming such enormous odds,
but then I look at my granddaughter playing. I remember how beautiful the plants were and how green the grass was when the smelter
was closed, and I watch the bell frogs in the garden and then, once more in my ear, the Universe whispers, ‘Go make a difference, girl.
It doesn’t matter how small you think it to be. It will all add up eventually to a better future for all – trust Me.’ And I do.” (Local Heroes
– Australian crusades from the environmental frontline, Published by Pluto Press Australia Limited 2002).
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Helen Hamilton

The smelter ran for another three years. “They spent something like $835 million on it apparently. I’m not sure of the actual figure,
and what they found out in the long run is what my court case would have said at the beginning if they had let it be heard; that it
just couldn’t operate under the guidelines that were set,” she says. “All the work we did for the court case that the government
stopped cost over a million dollars for the legal costs alone and my evidence, if it had got to court, would have said to them that the
development couldn’t operate the way they said it was going to operate. So they ended up spending $835 million and fell over in the
long run anyway.” “It was a 1908 smelter with a 1966 chimney on it with another reactor put on it in the late ‘80’s and now they were
going to put something else on it. It was like putting new wheels and accessories on a car that had had it long ago. They just didn’t go
together. “
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andon Point anti-development campaigner Jill Walker isn’t about to give up her battle easily. “Maybe if I drop dead,” she says.
And the scary thing is she means it. Jill is kind of stubborn. “No, I’m not a quitter. I wish I was,” she laughs. “I’d rather be
painting sometimes. But I won’t give up, there’s something in my nature that just won’t give up. It’s a good thing if you want
to do something useful but I never give up.” Even after being arrested twice by police, allegedly assaulted by contractors while
taking photos of unapproved development work and having her life largely taken over, Jill is not about to let the cause go.
“This place is too important and much too valuable an area to lose,” she says. Jill spent much of 2007 preparing for a court case she
had personally instigated against NSW Planning Minister Frank Sartor and his approval of a major development at Sandon Point. She
had lodged the application in the NSW Land and Environment Court in March and in early September was just a few weeks away
from the hearing date.
Working on a shoestring budget, she had done countless hours of legal background and preparation work herself.
Now that there was some help from Legal Aid and the Environmental Defenders Office, and as the trial date approached, she couldn’t
help but feel anxious that her new lawyers had effectively encompassed all the material and were taking the right legal approach.

Jill Walker

The community had done what it could with various fundraising activities, including bravely staging a nude protest to help gain
awareness, holding an art auction and seeking public donations.“This is like having a full time job but it is unpaid and there is a lot of
stress. It’s lovely,” Jill says.
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Whatever the outcome of that particular case, Jill knew that win or lose the
overall battle would not be over. A win for Jill in these proceedings would mean
the Minister would have to revisit his decision process, and hopefully return with
a better outcome for the community. Number one on the community wish list
was for a large regional park with dimensions and provisions approaching those
recommended by the Commission of Inquiry. “I want to get it right,” Jill says. “I
want to win, I really do. It is no good laughing at me and telling me I am stupid
doing it. I’m in it to win… and I don’t see why I can’t. Then we deal with the next
application when it happens.”
“This is the third planning minister we have been opposed to so he will probably
give up before I do.” Jill had been part of years of conflict at Sandon Point that
had seen scores of protests, a six year long community picket line, an ongoing
Aboriginal Tent Embassy, firebombings, a NSW Government Commission of
Inquiry and a number of court battles.

The Sandon Point area in dispute originally comprised some 61hectares of open space between the coastal villages of Thirroul and
Bulli. Sandon Point is seen as being significant by many people for a number of reasons including its rich Aboriginal and colonial history,
and its environmental and public space values. Alongside the rich Aboriginal history and ongoing connection to land, the area is home
to internationally protected species, endangered ecological communities, and significant ecological diversity.
The Planning Minister had approved a major development that included 50 townhouses, 180 detached homes, a four-story 80-unit
apartment building, a four-story aged care facility for 120 residents and 250 independent living units up to three stories high.
“The development as it has been approved, is not ecologically sustainable,” Jill says, “There is a sewage overflow that kicks in now
when it rains so you can imagine what it will be like with another 1000 toilets in there. It will stink.” Jill moved to Bulli more than ten
years previously and seemed to find an immediate affinity and appreciation of the area. Inspired by the picturesque surroundings, she
was soon to become involved in the Sandon Point Bushcare group. “I love Bulli, it is a very grassroots, down-to-earth sort of place,” Jill
says. “It reminds me of other places I have lived in and it is a very strongly spiritual place. I think probably people say that about various
areas in Wollongong, but this does it for me.”
“There’s the mountains and the sea of course, but there’s also the Aboriginal Dreaming Track that comes down from the top of Bulli
mountain to Sandon Point. Basically I am living on the Dreaming Track and I feel there is a very strong spiritual presence here.”

“In 2000, the Stockland development applications started going in and I objected and I have been objecting ever since.” Stockland had
plans for a number of development stages and the Anglican Retirement Village is also a party to the current legal case.
“I couldn’t believe this wonderful public place was for sale and was going to be developed,” Jill said. In 2000, the Aboriginal Tent
Embassy was established and the following year the Community Picket Line. The picket line was manned 24/7 for six years. “It was
a lot of work for everybody, the whole community. There were hundreds of people involved,” Jill says. “It was actually a good thing
because it brought us all together and gave us a place to assemble. We used to have barbeques every Sunday and regular meetings and
rallies and it was quite effective. It didn’t stop the development, but it was a symbol. It wasn’t a picket line you couldn’t cross. We tried
that at the start but they just came in at the other end. But it was a symbolic protest. We had petitions people used to sign because
they used the cycleway all the time going up and down there. We stuck it out for six years and we got thousands of petitions, all of
which have gone in to court to Mr Sartor to show that this is a public interest matter.” Jill also learnt a great deal about the heritage
of the area from the people at the Aboriginal Tent Embassy and was stimulated to further research it. This eventually culminated in her
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Jill Walker

Jill’s interest in the area was further spurred when storms uncovered an ancient Aboriginal burial site on the beach near her home.
“In 1998, an Aboriginal skeleton was uncovered by the sea down there at McCauley’s Beach and I became aware of the whole situation
because the local Aborigines, the Lands Council, arrived to rebury the person who turned out to be a wise man, a Kuradji man,” Jill
says. “The burial was intact and he was 6000 years old and he was archeologically excavated and reburied in the dunes further back.
“Then I became aware that the land was for sale and that this was public land and they sold it to Stockland and that’s when I started
to realise there was something going on.”
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writing a National Heritage List submission for ‘The Throsby’ or Aboriginal Dreaming Track. “They called it ‘The Throsby.’ That was
Charles Throsby. The Aborigines brought him down in 1815. They showed him the way down the track so he was the first white man
(official white settler) in the Illawarra” Jill says.
Aborigines traditionally used the track to traverse the escarpment from the Appin area down to Sandon Point, which was part of
a network of big ceremonial and trade meeting places used by groups from the west and up and down the coast. “The Aboriginal
history of Sandon Point is really something. It is fascinating stuff,” Jill says. “It needs writing but it would have to be by Aboriginal
people. They would have to do it themselves.”
Like others spearheading community action, Jill has a ‘roomful of papers’ in her home that testifies to the amount of work she puts
in for the cause. “There are letters and emails to Council, to the state government, to ministers, to ICAC, to local government
departments” Jill says.

Jill Walker

“ICAC doesn’t investigate. They say you are not providing legal evidence, but it’s hard to get the evidence when you have
someone……”; Jill finishes with words that would probably result in their own legal action if they were published. She doesn’t tend
to speak too highly of the local council, state government, police or other official bodies.
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“When we had the initial protests in 2002, I was arrested by police for being on an enclosed space, for ‘trespass’ basically. It was part
of a rally at Sandon Point. It was on public open space but they put a fence around it and said I wasn’t allowed to go there. I went to
help a girl who was chained to a bulldozer by her neck and I thought they might get rough so I went and stood next to her and was
arrested. The police twisted my hands twice when they were arresting me.” Jill says on another occasion a number of people were
taken to Port Kembla and left for four hours in the back of a hot paddy wagon without access to a drink.
Jill says of the experiences, “It was horrible. It is sort of terrifying because you are locked up.” She also claims she was assaulted on
the cycleway. “I was taking photographs of contractors working in the creek where they didn’t have development consent. They were
excavating the creek, I took pictures and I was chased by about 12 of them in two trucks up the cycleway and one of them jumped
out, grabbed me, knocked me off my bike and held me prisoner for an hour. He stood over me for an hour until the police came and
twisted my hand again.”
“I should be making some soup right now,” she says, “but actually I’ve been sitting at the computer. I’ve got a lot of filing to do and a
lot of reading to do.” Deep in the trenches, the focal point of the community’s hopes on the issue, it is hard to think of anything else.
“I drive people mad with it.”Jill says, “They are always telling me to shut up. But I must be getting something out of it because no one
is forcing me to do it.”
“Not everyone gets a chance to do something important and this is important. It’s exciting at times too. It’s certainly not boring.”
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or many people, 2007 will be remembered as the year the future finally arrived. The future in terms of a world, at least
mostly, that finally woke up to the fact that climate change was a real and pressing problem. In Australia, climate change
was suddenly the subject on everybody’s lips. It became one of the top issues in the federal election campaign and, in the
ultimate acknowledgement, commercial television was spruiking prime time specials on ‘How to Save the Planet.’ In the Illawarra,
the future was already 15 years old. That’s when long-time conservationist, Dr Judy Messer, was casting around for a more
fetching title for the vision she was working to create – a ‘one stop’ environmental park and eco-technology centre that would
attract, entertain, raise awareness, educate and, hopefully, change behaviours.
In 1992 when Judy was the motivating force in bringing together a steering committee in Wollongong to develop the project, they
initially called it The National Centre for Appropriate Technology. Realising that name wasn’t really going to push the public’s buttons, a
more stimulating title was added: ‘Futureworld’.

The idea of Futureworld was to be a national leader in promoting, exhibiting and demonstrating
environmentally friendly and appropriate technologies, to establish a centre that would be valuable
and accessible to the business and industrial sectors, the education sector, and the general public.
Futureworld would be a permanent exhibition of eco-technologies for a sustainable future, a
place for education and inspiration, and a facility to help build sustainable business and economic
opportunities. “The hardest thing all along was to get people to believe that there was a
problem,” Judy says. “When you get them to believe it you can start getting them interested in
‘what can I do about it’ or ‘what can someone else do about it’.”
The concept for Futureworld came to Judy in the late 80’s at a public forum on greenhouse
issues at the University of NSW. “During the course of the event there were some women from
the women’s magazines like Cleo and Vogue, the editors, and they asked a question of the panel
about what could they do to send the greenhouse message out,” Judy says. “And a very good
answer came back. ‘Well just write it up like you write up something about cosmetics or clothes
or whatever. Just stick a little article in between everything else and do it that way.’ And I thought
then, ‘Wouldn’t it be great to have a house that people could come to and they could see all the
things in the house that you could do to help mitigate greenhouse gas emissions.”
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Dr Judy Messer

Judy is not the type of person to be saying “I told you so”, but she is one of the people who for many years has been ringing the alarm
bells on the need to mitigate greenhouse gas emissions. Not content just to talk and debate the
issues, she wanted to assist with practical solutions.
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Judy has been active in the environmental movement since the 1970’s. Her career has included being chairperson of the Nature
Conservation Foundation of NSW for some 14 years, its delegate to the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN),
and a member of the IUCN Commission on Environmental Strategy and Planning. She has also been a non executive director of
Sydney Water and her various activities have encompassed a wide range of issues including inland rivers, bushfire, bushland, kangaroo
management, wetlands and sustainable energy. Judy continues to hold the voluntary post of President of Futureworld.

Dr Judy Messer

Ironically, for someone so involved in promoting renewable energy and energy conservation, Judy grew up on an isolated farm in the
bush in Western Australia that had no household electricity. “We used to have to make do with hurricane lamps,” she says.
Judy says she never thought as a child of having any sort of ‘love’ for the bush. The bush and nature was just something always there
around her, that she lived in, and was ‘part of me’. I didn’t think of it as an environmental issue that was threatened until I came to
Sydney many years later and had an experience there that made me realise that it was all threatened,” she says.
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After ‘passionately loving’ her time at Perth Modern School, Judy trained as a nursing sister and, over time, lived in Melbourne,
Denmark, the USA and then Sydney. “I was a wife and mum for 12 years and then I suddenly woke up and discovered the
environmental crisis,” Judy says. “I started going to meetings and discovered that my decisions and my contributions to the meetings
– these were strategy meetings for people who were trying to save bushland and so forth – I found that my contributions were just
as good as all those people who had professional backgrounds in law or social services and so forth and I decided to go to university.
So I went to university when I was in my early 40’s and did a Degree and a PhD.” Judy did her Degree in sociology and her PhD has a
title “no one will understand” involving ‘the political economy of agriculture’. She says there were three landmark events that led her
into the environmental movement.
“I was going to art classes and we were sent home during the holidays to draw the spaces between the branches of trees and such
was my innocence that I didn’t think there were any trees where I lived so I drove to the Lane Cove National Park to look at some
trees, and then I suddenly realised they were all different. I raced off to the ranger and I said, ‘What are these trees? What are they all
called?’ – They were all different sorts of eucalypts – and that was the first thing. I started to see the bush not just as something I had
grown up in but never thinking about, it was just part of me. Suddenly I saw it objectively for the first time.” When the headmaster of
her children’s primary school cleared a large section of bushland to make way for a rugby field, she was horrified.
I said to myself, ‘No one is ever going to cut down a tree again without my knowing about it or saying something about.’ she says.
“I actually managed to work out how many trees they had cut down and with some other mothers, organised a tree planting and
replanted that many trees at the end of the school grounds. When you look at it now, it looks like a mature forest.”
The third event was a developer being granted approval by the local council to turn a large tract of Lane Cove bushland into a golf
course.

V i s i o n a r y Vo i c e s

“I got involved with the campaign group and that’s where I discovered that my decision making powers and capabilities were as good
as the professionals who were on that group,” she says. “So I went to university and in 1979 I attended the annual conference of the
Nature Conservation Council of NSW (NCC), which is the peak organisation for 120 environmental groups throughout NSW, and it
just blew my mind.”
“I did belong to a local bushland society and I thought ‘This is fantastic!’ So I got myself elected to the NCC’s Executive Council, and a
couple of years later I was elected NCC Chairperson. I had no prior experience or skills in chairing, I had never chaired a meeting in
my life, so I had to start from scratch!”

The NCC is a member of the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and Judy attended a number of world
conservation congresses in places including Venezuela, Buenos Aeries, Montreal, Aman and Bangkok. “You become very well informed
about the world environmental scene through IUCN,” she says.
In 1988, Judy accepted a NSW Government offer to become a non executive director of Sydney Water. Judy says because she was
putting forward an environmental viewpoint on the matters up for decision “hardly anyone on the Board ever agreed with me about
anything to start off with.” Still, she loved the role and maintained it for 14 years, visiting all the catchments and “every sewerage
plant in Sydney”.
Judy had visited the Illawarra many times because of the Sydney Water role and when she conceived of the eco-house plan, she
thought Wollongong, with its setting of industry sitting side by side with nature, would be a perfect location.
She convinced colleague, Dr Bob Wadell from the University of NSW it was a good idea and they began searching for a suitable site.
“Bob Wadell and I came down here every month for 18 months and Wollongong City Council would find us some bit of land, that
they didn’t want, to go and look at - old sewerage plant sites, wetlands full of waste, old coal mine sites and so on. So nothing ever
eventuated but I kept persevering.”
In 1992, following a conference held by the Australian Water Research Foundation, a meeting was called to decide what to do with
the profit that had been made. The meeting included Professor Howard Worner, Dr Pat Mowbray, Associate Professor Siva Sivakumar
and John Bacchus, an engineer with Sydney Water.
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Dr Judy Messer

“I remained Chairperson of the NCC for 14 years. So all the time I was doing my degree and PhD and being a wife and mother, I was
also chairperson of the NCC which was really…I thought it was a fantastic thing to be. I was very passionate about the organisation
and helping all its member groups and so forth. And in retrospect I had an extremely interesting life because I met so many people,
ministers of government at a federal and state level. To me, I had a rich and rewarding experience because I was able to inspire the
community, through activities such as media interviews and speaking at public meetings and conferences and so forth.”
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“They were sort of going around in circles about what could be done with the money and I said ‘Well, if only you could spend it on my
project’, and I explained what I was trying to get up,” Judy says. “Professor Worner said Let’s do it - let’s form a committee!”
The result was the beginning of the Futureworld project. “Then we started to lobby to get assistance and we managed to get the 21
year lease on the 6.5 hectares of land at Cringila and then we got grants to rehabilitate it.”

Dr Judy Messer

Since 2003, Judy has oversaw the establishment of the Futureworld Eco-Technology Centre at Coniston, in premises leased to the
organisation at no cost at first by the financial support of Wollongong University and more recently by Wollongong City Council.
“It is important to realise that without the key efforts of Dr. Paul Cooper and the rest of the very dedicated Board of Directors, we
could never have created this unique centre,” Judy says. Futureworld has recently relocated to Warrawong, to a new building on land
operated by the Lake Illawarra Authority.
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The Centre relies largely on grants and the work of enthusiastic and committed volunteers but the Board is focused on working
towards increasing income from non grant areas and is very pleased by the level of business sponsorship. “People are just stunned
when they come here,” Judy says. “They have no idea that so many novel technologies exist and that they could be so interesting and
of value to the community and the environment as well as being commercially feasible.”
In addition to the very successful primary and high school programs, and guided tours for group and individual visits, the Centre also
holds regular cutting edge seminars and workshops on all aspects of technologies for environmental sustainability for the business
sector and the community at large. Judy says in her vision for Futureworld, she was inspired by a visit to the Eden biosphere project in
Cornwall, UK. The Eden Project has quickly become an iconic tourist destination with some 1.25 million visitors a year and has helped
to revitalise the Cornwall economy.
Although the climate change issue has quickly become the flavour of the month, Judy is still not convinced everyone is ‘fully on board’.
“You could say I am very pleased on one hand and very cynical on another,” she says. “To my mind, the critical point will be when
the public reaches such a degree of understanding that they will basically be able to realise when they are being conned politically, by
government’s saying, ‘We are going to do this,’ when in fact it will not make any difference at all. So it is a really important goal to get
the general public awareness up to scratch. The other point is that every single person is going to have to have a rethink.”
“There’s three things. There’s the mitigation, in other words, how do you slow down the greenhouse effect by everybody doing
something differently? The second one is what do you do about the real ecological changes that are happening and how do you try
to conserve biodiversity in the face of a disappearing world for some species and ecosystems? The third point is how to mobilise
everybody to move in the same direction, i.e; yes we are going to save energy, yes we are going to change our way of life. A lot of it is
very easy for householders. There are limits to what householders can do but if they all do it then it puts them in very good stead to
criticise government and business and everybody else. If you are not doing it yourself, you can’t really get up and point the finger at
other people or other organisations. Australia can’t really point the finger at anybody at the moment.”
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Judy believes Futureworld is already helping to bring about positive changes. “I think it has made a difference because even though
people might not have come and said I want to join or I want to help this organisation, I think they have gone away and done
something different in their own lives. Maybe they have got a new product in their business, a new service; maybe they have done
something in their home; maybe they have just talked to other people. But we get such a positive response from people who come
here that I feel maybe they have just got a rainwater tank, or even they’re just embarrassed that they haven’t got a rainwater tank
but they are going to get one, because not everyone can afford to do all these things right at the moment.”
Judy is delighted when young people visit. “Oh it’s lovely,” she says of the visits by groups of children, “the noise is awful but the kids
are wonderful. I really think that once again you get to the parents through the children because the parents know that they have
come here and presumably they hear something about it so it is just part of the broader message. It’s the next generation. It’s the
only way to think about it, you hope you will influence their future direction, but you also hope they will take the message home
and that does happen.”

Judy was awarded the inaugural Serventy Conservation Medal in 2000 and was made a Member of the Order of Australia (AM) in
2003.
In his book, ‘Thoughtlines’, former NSW Premier Bob Carr writes how he “appreciates the relationship, the constant tension, the
give and take that a government of NSW should have with live wire, energetic, committed, voluntary conservationists” like Dr Judy
Messer.
“Judy Messer deserves congratulations” he wrote. And so she does.
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Dr Judy Messer

“When I was in inland NSW once, about something to do with salinity, I met a landholder who was the leader of a farming group
who were taking us to inspect all the good works being done to reduce salinity, and he said, ‘You know, I was a redneck farmer
until my daughter came home from school and said ‘Everybody is planting trees to stop the salt daddy, what are you doing?’ And he
wasn’t doing anything but just those words from his daughter changed him. He was now the field leader urging all the others on. So
you never know when a child will go home and make a difference.”
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s a young girl, June Pronk wandered the lower slopes of the Illawarra escarpment with the family dogs looking for
mushrooms and blackberries. It was the late 1940’s and early ‘50’s and the land at the back of her Figtree home was
farmland and bushland. Often, her father would accompany her on rambling walks, or as an only child and in much freer
times, she would just go alone with the dogs and lose herself in the environment. “I have always looked up to it,” June says of the
escarpment. “I’ve always loved it.” Later in life, as a mature resident of Mt Keira, she would stand in tears as huge rainforest trees
were felled for a new subdivision.
June was a foundation member of the Illawarra Escarpment Coalition (IEC), a group of residents concerned about the inappropriate
and unsustainable development of one of the region’s most valuable and iconic resources. In 2007, after 17 years with the IEC, eleven
as its secretary, June was in the process of handing over the reins of the organisation. She was looking back on 17 years of community
protests, rallies, an arrest, government lobbying, a Commission of Inquiry, publicity, letters to the editor, committees and countless
meetings.

June Pronk

June was leaving at a time she believed the future of Wollongong hung in the balance, poised between the opportunity of truly being a
city of innovation and protecting its natural heritage, or of tipping in the other direction and destroying the very things that made it so
special. But June was also secure and satisfied in the belief that she had done all she could personally to achieve a successful outcome.
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Surrounded by the boxes and boxes of correspondence, records and other material that helped mark her period of stewardship, June
was anticipating an end to all the noise and clamour and a quieter, more peaceful life.
With recently retired husband Martin, she was planning a move to the tranquillity of a southern
highlands village. For years they had journeyed to the area to pursue their shared interest
in Renaissance and Baroque recorder music. The relaxing music had always proved to be a
soothing interlude shielding her from the battles waiting at home.
Speaking at that time from her home nestled against Mount Keira bushland, there was certainly
one sound that June no longer wanted to hear. “I cry when I hear the chain saw over yonder
and I hear it every day,” she said. “That’s one of the reasons why we are going.” June was born
in Wollongong and to be planning to leave the area for good was obviously a major wrench. But
while she still felt the loss of every single tree, she was displaying a resolute optimism about the
fate of the escarpment as a whole.
Reminiscing about the early days of her battle, the escarpment still had the power to bring tears
to her eyes. But as well as the obvious emotional connection, June’s articulate and cultured
tones also displayed a woman who had become a fierce and highly effective combatant on behalf
of the natural environment.
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June had married Dutch migrant Martin at 18 and travelled quite extensively, including a year wandering around Europe.
As well as rearing two children, she had a varied career; first working as a library assistant, then managing Dymocks Bookshop in
Wollongong, as an infants teacher and for ten years, a teacher librarian. There were other roles and periods spent living elsewhere
before the couple in 1989 moved to a magnificent leafy property in Gipps Road, Keiraville.
The property adjoined escarpment bushland and, she says, most people from the area just assumed it was part of the protected
escarpment park. Just three months later they were horrified to learn the land, while adjoining the park, was not actually part of it
and was to be put up for sale by its owners BHP. June had had little previous involvement in any sort of community activism but that
was about to change.
“When we heard the rainforest was going to be destroyed from Mount Keira down to Keiraville, we were quite angry and we
contacted the local paper, the (Illawarra) Mercury,” June says. They formed a small group with nearby resident Caroline Griffiths,
a former Wollongong City Councillor, and her husband David, and also contacted Paul Matters, then secretary of the South Coast
Trades and Labour Council.

“After that (former Wollongong Councillor) David Martin and others were getting involved because it wasn’t just BHP land on Mt
Keira. At Mt Pleasant or Tarrawanna, it was land right along the length of the escarpment that was threatened by development. It was
causing a worry from Helensburgh down to Dapto.”
“We had a meeting in July 1990 in Byarong Park in Mt Keira and established the Illawarra Escarpment Coalition. Through that time
we also developed Friends of Keira, an adjacent group that really tried to press on with the protection of the rainforest on Mt Keira.
The coalition was more or less an umbrella group for everyone along the escarpment concerned with destruction of natural habitat.”
June was working 70 hours a week in a bakery she and Martin had purchased in Woonona, but still managed to attend many of the
meetings and rallies.
In 1996, June became Secretary of the coalition and it was soon realised just how serious the situation had become, with an ever
increasing number of development applications for new subdivisions and individual houses along the length of the escarpment. A decision was made to hold a major rally in Wollongong for all the groups concerned. “When we were preparing for that rally we found
there were over 30 major developments pending at that stage that were before the council for approval,” June says. “We hadn’t real-
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June Pronk

Matters suggested they travel to Sydney to the auction and warn potential buyers that the land would be black banned if it was sold.
“We went to Sydney and handed out leaflets before the auction inside the actual room,” June says. “We were all dressed up as
potential buyers or people associated with the organisation selling and people thought we were just part of the organisation, part of
the furniture. We handed out leaflets to everyone sitting down saying if you buy the land you won’t have any workers. BHP was a bit
concerned and they withdrew the land from sale.”
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ised there were so many till we collected all the information and looked at it.” At the rally, a motion was passed calling for Wollongong
City Council to have a Commission of Inquiry or a review of its escarpment policies and its planning. Intense lobbying of the council
and the NSW Government began.
In March 1998, Council passed a motion to have a Commission of Inquiry into escarpment planning. “But the problem with the
Council’s motion was that they wanted to restrict the Commission of Inquiry to just the very high land on the escarpment, which
wasn’t really at risk,” June says, “It was the foothill area below the cliffs where the development was continuing to occur. It was eating
higher and higher.”
“After successfully lobbying for the Commission of Inquiry (COI), we had to lobby both Council and the state government again to
broaden the terms of reference because they were totally inadequate and would have achieved nothing.”

June Pronk

June says that putting aside the terrible damage caused by the devastating storm of August 1998, it was a godsend for the inquiry
because it demonstrated everything that was wrong with escarpment planning. “It showed up all the areas where development should
not have been, along the creeks, on the floodplains and the mines throwing down the rubbish on to the suburbs below. It showed that
our planning had gone haywire and we couldn’t continue to develop into these areas.”
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Commissioner Simpson brought down his inquiry recommendations in May 1999. “His recommendations were very wide reaching and
a tremendous opportunity for Wollongong to have decent planning, based on scientific study,” June says. “He recommended studies on
flora and fauna, on the riparian corridors, the flood plains, the stability of the whole escarpment and these studies are now forming
the basis for the whole local environment plan for the Illawarra escarpment and basically for most of Wollongong.”
With the studies complete and the equivalent of millions of dollars spent in paid and voluntary work, June believed it was her
time to move on. “We are virtually now at the crossroads because of the push from the Sydney population and the push now for
development by the state government, the Council and the business community of Wollongong,” June says. “Unless they really take
notice of what has been done, it will be crunch time for Wollongong. These local environment plans are vital for the future sound
ecological development of Wollongong. We can destroy all of the potential for our tourism and our future as a supposedly innovative
city, or we can be an innovative city if we follow those studies and the guidelines put down by the Commission of Inquiry. We can
create a magnificent area that is ecologically and sustainably developed.”
“If we continue over the next five years the way we have over the last 10 or 15 years, then Wollongong will really deteriorate. The
quality of life will go because the people who come here, the people who live here, people who come as tourists or new residents,
they come because of our environment. They don’t come because it is a big city with big tall buildings and industry. They come here
because of the beauty of this area, the mountains and the sea. We will destroy the very beauty that makes Wollongong different from
other cities.” Having ‘worn out’ four or five computers in her role as secretary, June admitts fitting the community activism into her
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life had not always been an easy task, particularly during the five year period she had worked night shift at the Keelong Justice Centre
at the end of her paid working life.
“It has always been difficult personally because you’d have something else to do and there would be a meeting or a rally or something
that would pop up that was another development and you’d just have to drop things and go,” she says. “It is not easy. It is the same
with anybody that does this kind of stuff.You are asked all the time to do something or support another group or whatever. But the
support we have had has been tremendous.”
“After 11 years, it needs a new voice, it needs new ideas, a new broom to sweep it clean. So I can’t do anymore, someone else will
take over, take it in a new direction. It needs something new now because all the strategic work that Council has done, all the studies
and all the input that we could give it has been done. It just needs a good watchdog now and perhaps a different way to go, and
we’ve got a good girl to take over, somebody younger with a Masters Degree in Environmental Law, Sonia McKay from Albion Park.
The residents have just got to continue to support her. The flow of information along the escarpment to and from the Secretary is a
critical factor in the continued success of the IEC.”

“The Illawarra’s unique biodiversity is now recognised through the COI studies and by world authorities such as David Attenborough
who calls the Illawarra Escarpment ‘the Kakadu of the South’ and a biodiversity ‘hotspot’,” she says. “Its habitat value and inter-related
ecosystems can no longer be ignored.”
The IEC has been continually critical of the lack of recognition by state and local government of the inter-relatedness of Illawarra’s
natural environment, including the escarpment, foothills, riparian corridors, flood plains, littoral areas (along foreshores and dunes) and
Lake Illawarra. But with the hindsight of knowing all the countless hours and trouble and trauma involved in the battle, would June still
have taken it all on?
“I think so because it has been very worthwhile, and when you do anything, when you get involved with lots of people like that,
it opens up a whole new world and it really enriches your life,” she says. “It is not all hard work. There are some times when it is
wonderful and other times when you just cry because it is so depressing….and other times when you could kill somebody you get so
angry.”
It remains to be seen for how long it is just the gentle sounds of Renaissance recorder music wafting from the new Pronk household
in the Southern Highlands. Maybe not that long at all.
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June Pronk

June bases much of her optimism for the future on what she says has been the ‘wonderful change’ over the last 17 years in the
community awareness of the environment and the need to protect it. “And now with the emphasis on climate change over the last
year or so, that really has compounded it. We have a much better opportunity now than we did 20 years ago.” June says protecting the
region’s biodiversity is just as important as any scenic, clearing or climate change issues.
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ooking south from Olive Rodwell’s home in Port Kembla there are wonderful vistas of coast and beach. Looking north, at
the very end of her street, is the ominous concrete smoke stack towering over the Port Kembla copper smelter. It is little
wonder then that her love of the natural environment is matched by an equally deep tenacity when it comes to fighting
against pollution, toxic waste and social injustice. Olive has been an integral part of the community battle against the copper
smelter and pollution, toxic waste, and environmental and health issues in the Illawarra generally. She has worked very closely
with fellow campaigner Helen Hamilton and others in the battle, and was a close confidant of Helen during her momentous court
challenge against the NSW Government. Olive is a long term member of the Port Kembla Pollution Meeting and proudly recounts
that the Illawarra Residents Against Toxic Environments (IRATE) group was formed in her loungeroom in 1995. For someone not
born in the area, Olive has embraced it with a consuming passion that continues to see her standing up for the health and wellbeing
of others.

Olive Rodwell

As a primary school teacher for many years, it has often been the welfare of children and the next generation that has spurred her
on. Olive first moved to the area as a 20 year old teacher much more interested in attending the local dances than in any form of
community activism. “They had some wonderful dances down here,” she says of her days as a young woman flatting with girlfriends in
Wollongong.
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Originally from Newcastle, Olive spent her first couple of years out of teachers
college in Sydney. One day she received a telegram from the Department of
Education offering her a transfer to Warrawong Public School to begin the 1953
school year. Olive had never heard of Warrawong or even knowingly registered the
name Wollongong and wired the department asking how she might get to her new
appointment. She was advised to catch a train to Port Kembla and a bus from there.
Little did she realise when she got off the train at the tiny wooden station
surrounded by heavy industry that Port Kembla was to become her lifelong home.
Olive met her husband Keith, also a teacher and a keen footballer, at one of the
dances and the couple settled down in Port Kembla, raising three children.
Pollution was a background nuisance that became more and more a foreground
problem. “They say if you give a dog a bad name....” Olive says. “Port Kembla has this
name as a dirty industrial area so everything that is dirty that no one else wants they
say put it in Port Kembla. They are even talking about putting a nuclear reactor here.”
“To me, this area is the gem of the south coast. The area is beautiful….would have
been beautiful….it still is as far as I am concerned.” And that’s the thing with the
residents of Port Kembla, they just want a fair balance. They just want to know that
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their health and community concerns are not completely ignored in the name of industry and development.
“The Government legally allowed the reopened copper smelter to emit 11.5 tonnes of arsenic per year, along with significant
amounts of cadmium and lead, into the air we were breathing,” Olive says. “How could they do that? It’s horrific. The burden people
have had to bear here for the wealth of this state and this country is too big.”
Olive says many of the people who paid a price for that wealth were children. “Looking back now I was damn weak,” she says. “I
was really weak considering what the children suffered. I was at Port Kembla Public School for my last two years of teaching and
the children would come in coughing and choking from the fumes that sometimes enveloped the playground. But we did nothing….
nothing,” she says. “Every recess when the class left the room we closed the windows and door to keep a clean air space in the room
in case the children ran in. They knew to run inside if the fumes came.You didn’t wait for the bell to be rung. Run inside, last one in
closes the door. If you had closed all your windows you had a space that wasn’t full of sulphur dioxide.”

“This was back before 1985, it would have been ‘83 or something like that, and the sulphur dioxide fumes had travelled under the
clouds and dropped on the school and the children just collapsed. Everyone rushed out and we brought them inside. “But nobody
went to the newspapers. Ambulances weren’t called or anything. The children just recovered and that was it. I should have been
stronger. The Teachers Federation should have been stronger but there weren’t the agencies then. The Environmental Protection
Authority (EPA) wasn’t formed then.”
Olive says for a long time the copper smelter ruled their lives at home as well. “The pollution was horrendous,” she says. “It
depended which way the wind was blowing whether you could put your washing out to dry or do your gardening.” Olive had begun
attending the Port Kembla Pollution Meeting whenever she could and in 1995 became involved in RATS (Residents Against The
Smelter) and joined the three month long picket line against the smelter reopening.
RATS did a lot of work protesting, conducting community surveys and lobbying, but as the battle intensified and it became clear court
action was needed, IRATE was formed. “Because of delays in incorporating IRATE, Helen took on the legal battle alone to protect the
homeowners against financial loss if the case failed and damages were awarded against us,” Olive says. “We sort of helped her behind
the scenes but couldn’t join her in the legal action. She had to drop out of IRATE.”
“We worked every day for the court case, photocopying and compiling reports. We worked for six months flat out every day,” she
says.
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Olive Rodwell

“One day at Kemblawarra Public School we were called out into the playground. It was lunchtime and the teacher on duty ran in and
said ‘Quickly, everyone out and bring the kids in.’ The students had dropped to the ground because there had been a cloud inversion
and the fumes from the copper smelter had dropped on the school.
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Then came the first morning of the case and Olive and a support team gathered their banners and went up to Sydney.
“We went into the court room to hear the case and when Helen and her legal team entered the room their faces were drawn and
some of them were white,” Olive says. “Helen looked distraught. Everyone looked distraught. We found out then and there that the
night before, the government had passed the Port Kembla Development (Special Provisions) Bill that validated the copper smelter
reopening and made our case null and void. We came home on the train on the Thursday afternoon and we felt as if we had been
punched in the stomach. The unfair tactics of the Carr Government devastated us. Anger turned into action and on the journey
home we laid plans for a protest rally for Saturday. The community was angry and hundreds came to the Warrawong Community
Hall to show their objections. The hall was packed to overflowing.”As detailed in Helen’s story, the battle continued till the smelter’s
eventual closure and Olive continued to work closely with her, as she does to this day on a variety of issues and projects.

Olive Rodwell

Another of their successful battles was against the level of dioxin emissions from the Sinter Plant at the Port Kembla steelworks.
“We found out that the Sinter Plant at BHP (later to be owned by Bluescope Steel) was emitting the highest levels of dioxin in
Australia,” Olive says. “We began a campaign to drastically reduce or eliminate the emissions. Finally, after much pressure, Bluescope
Steel spent $94 million to upgrade the Sinter plant.”
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To illustrate how grassroots community lobbying can actually achieve quite significant results, Olive recounts that, “At the official
launch of the Sinter Plant upgrade, Lance Hockridge (former Bluescope Steel CEO) gave credit to the community in his speech. He
said that if the community hadn’t been there pushing them they wouldn’t have been able to push the higher ups to get the money to
fix the sinter plant. He gave credit to the community and the pollution meeting.” In her home office, Olive has a wall of lever arch
files of records, media cuttings, correspondence and submissions, many on ongoing issues such as the local council’s management of
public parklands.
Well and truly retired, you’d expect her to be sitting back relaxing, playing with her grandchildren and pottering around in her garden.
She does that, she’s even a keen member of the Australian Plants Society, a group dedicated to growing and promoting indigenous
plant species. When the Grevillea Park at Bulli is open to the public she volunteers to serve cups of tea and coffee in the chapel to
visitors to the gardens. “It is a beautiful park full of native flowers and birds, well worth a visit.” she says.
But Olive wants more than just a relaxed retirement. “I’d just like things to be better,” she says. “You feel you want to do something
useful, really useful. I love this place and you don’t want to see it destroyed. I love it and I don’t want it abused.” Perhaps unknowingly,
Olive taught many of her young school students much more than what was officially on the curriculum. They came to know where
their teacher stood on issues affecting the community.
Olive recounted that one of her former students had recently met her in the street and asked: “Are you still sticking up for other
people Mrs Rodwell?” The answer is a resounding ‘yes’!
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hirley Shead and her husband Don were prawning one night at Purry Burry Point in their beloved Primbee when the first
sign of trouble began. It was the October long weekend in 1979 and they were pursuing one of their favourite pastimes
together. The couple were always fishing, crabbing and prawning in Lake Illawarra, or up north during their regular family
holidays at their permanent caravan in Forster.
The registered drag net they used for prawning had provided them with some great hauls in the past and with ideal conditions this
night they were looking forward to cooking up the catch and feasting on the results at their nearby home. “We were out in the
middle of the lake and the lake was beautiful then,” Shirley says. “You could walk right across it and you wouldn’t sink in mud and slush
like you would now. It was lovely and sandy.” Suddenly Don started having difficulty breathing and realised he couldn’t continue. The
breathlessness was a big shock to an otherwise active and healthy working man. He told Shirley he needed to get back to the shore to
rest.

Shirley continues to fight what she calls a “silent killer that can take 10, 20, 30, 40 or even 50 years to
strike.” It is a particularly effective and deadly enemy because it consists of tiny invisible particles
that easily become airborne and just as easily can be inhaled or swallowed. Once ingested they can
cause mesothelioma, asbestosis, lung cancer and pleural diseases. There are no cures and no safe
exposure levels.
In many respects, it is a perfect weapon against humans.You can’t see it and it doesn’t have an
immediate effect – so who cares? Shirley believes society is in denial and she has confronted
countless examples of “it can’t happen to me.”
What she does care about is seeing cases such as builders smashing asbestos panelling and watching
as the wind carried the asbestos laden dust over the grounds of a crowded school fete. Asbestos has
been identified in more than 3000 products. Whilst it has now been phased out, it is estimated one in
three homes built in Australia before 1982 contains it. Thousands of Australian homes and workshops
were built with asbestos-fibro roofs, floors and walls. “It is not in the products they are selling now,
but with the current trend to knock down the old to make way for the new, it is never going to
end,” Shirley says. “The asbestos issue is going to be around for the next century the rate things are
going.” As Shirley sits in her Primbee home discussing her life and her ongoing battle, she knows
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Shirley Shead

For Don and Shirley it was the beginning of the nightmare that is Asbestosis. Don’s condition would take another 15 years to correctly
diagnose and in 2000 it would claim his life. By her husband’s side as the tragedy unfolded over 21 years, Shirley would be inspired
to make the battle against asbestos related diseases a personal crusade. She would help other victims and their families, raise public
awareness, become a staunch advocate for improved public policies on demolition and dumping procedures, and take personal action
to stop illegal activities.
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there is asbestos in the kitchen tiles beneath her feet. To the best of her ability, she wants to ensure that whoever demolishes her house
in the future knows where the dangers lie.
Shirley and Don were recent newlyweds and living in the adjacent garage when the house was built. In what was her first act of rebellion against authority, Shirley followed her heart and eloped from her Sydney home in 1948 when she turned 18. “I left for work one
morning and met Don up at Newtown station with his motor bike,” Shirley says. “We drove down on the motorbike and got married at
12 o’clock. I’ve been here ever since and I will be here till they carry me out. I love it. I couldn’t imagine being anywhere else,” she says.
Two children, five grandchildren and two great grandchildren followed the marriage. All still live in or around Primbee.

Shirley Shead

Shirley believes the sinister turn in their idyllic married life together occurred unknowingly in 1952 when Don began 10 years work as a
rigger on the construction of the Tallawarra Power Station. Shirley says asbestos was seen then as a wonder product and with no health
concerns whatever on the radar, Don came into contact with it almost every day.
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“When they built the boilers and the units, he was a rigger putting up scaffolding for the laggers,” Shirley says. “The lagger would come
along with a cloth sort of material and they would lag the steam pipes and cables with it. The laggers would get this trough, like a big
wooden trough you would mix a bag of cement in, and they would tip a bag of asbestos, pure asbestos, into it and slosh it around. Then
they’d go up around the boiler and the pipes and seals and they would use this asbestos material to make sure it was all covered and
the joins were insulated.”
“They might be up high working, and the riggers job is to put up the plank work, the scaffolding, for them to work off. It is a known
fact at Tallawarra that all the lag would be all over the planks and if you shook the plank to move it to another area it didn’t matter if
someone was under it. Nobody told them it was dangerous. They used to throw it at each other like snowballs, they were covered in it.
They would shake the planks and if it went all over somebody underneath they would think it was funny.”
When the power station was eventually demolished Shirley was dismayed at the process adopted.
“They had a children’s holiday camp there when they brought the chimneys down in a cloud of dust that would have been full of
asbestos. I complained to the NSW Education Department,” she says. Shirley had a similar lack of response when she tried to warn
the scouting movement about the dangers. “The Scouts used to go there every year for a jamboree.You would see them on the news
wallowing in everything, sliding down in the mud and slush and it used to turn me sick. You think how many of those kids would have
come up with a problem over the years and nobody would know where they were exposed to asbestos.”
After Don’s initial scare with breathlessness the attacks became more frequent. He was originally diagnosed with having a faulty heart
valve but two operations did little to help. He also spent time in Wollongong Hospital with suspected Tuberculosis but nothing came of
it. “He had the two new (heart) valves and we were still saying ‘Why am I so breathless?’ “Shirley says.
“We went to the chest clinic in ‘94 and they did more tests and the doctor was sitting there looking at it all and he was looking at the
X-ray saying ‘I can’t see anything wrong. There’s nothing much there.”
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“And I think by then, I just sat there and I think he realised I had had enough and I wasn’t going anywhere. ‘Why is he so breathless?’
And the doctor just said casually, ‘Would you like me to get you an application for the Dust Diseases Board?’ I said ‘Yeah.”
“So we went there, and the first visit they diagnosed Don with asbestosis and he was 30 percent disabled.” It had taken 15 years and
Shirley is still unsure why they were unable to get a correct diagnosis locally. The diagnosis meant Don was able to get a part pension.
By 1996 he was classified as 100 percent disabled. “He couldn’t do a lot. He was on oxygen and very breathless but we still continued
to go on our trip to Forster till 98. That’s when he said I don’t think we can do it anymore,” she says. By now Don was on oxygen day
and night and his movement was highly restricted.
“I could still take him out in the car, but I had to hook him up to the oxygen,” Shirley says. “I’d take him down to Shellharbour with
our great grandson. We would have morning tea and I’d walk on the rocks with the little fellow while Don sat in his wheel chair.” In
his last three months, Don spent most of his time sitting in a loungeroom chair, in pain when anyone touched him and unable even to
lie comfortably in bed. On the evening before his death, Don made one last attempt to get some bed rest but soon had to return to
his chair. Shirley spent their last night together resting on the lounge beside him. Don died that afternoon in Wollongong Hospital.

As the Illawarra Coordinator of the Asbestos Diseases Foundation of Australia, Shirley draws on the personal experiences, knowledge
and insights she gained during Don’s tragic 21 year struggle to help others who find themselves in a similar situation. Giving grief
counselling and personal advice can be an extremely difficult part of her volunteer job.
She has also been pushing Wollongong City Council to develop a workable policy for the safe demolition and disposal of asbestos,
as some Sydney councils have done. She believes planning for safe asbestos removal should be part of the development application
process. But Shirley has taken the battle a step further, in a manner that has not always been popular with others. Through local
papers and other means she keeps a watch on development applications, new constructions and demolitions throughout the region.
“If I see a house being pulled down and they are doing the wrong thing I’ll approach them and if I don’t get a response or they tell me
to get lost I’ll report it, either to WorkCover if there are employed people on the job, because they are the responsible party for that
if it is a workplace situation, or if it is home renovators it is Council’s responsibility.”
“I have got to know them in WorkCover and I ring them and explain what is going on and if it is being done wrongly they will come
out. Council is a little bit harder. Wollongong Council doesn’t even have an asbestos policy.” Shirley admits that young builders do not
always react well when a grandmother approaches them and gives them advice on their demolition procedures. “I have had quite a
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Shirley Shead

“I believe I have got to do everything I can to stop this happening to somebody else,” Shirley says. “I feel angry to think there is
knowledge there now in the community. The court case with Hardies went on for so long it is not a secret anymore.You feel angry
you are not getting anywhere and people are still doing it.”
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few in Primbee and you don’t get very well liked for it.You don’t get liked when you do this,” she says. Shirley has had ugly anonymous
letters in the mailbox and people yelling at her from passing cars.
“I don’t want people to be fined. I want them to wake up to themselves,” she says. “I know it is not cheap to do it the right way. It is
expensive to go through the correct processes. But it is not my aim to get them fined, it is to make them wake up and realise they are
killing people and that they may be killing themselves. People may save money by doing it the wrong way but it is not worth dying for.”
Footnote.
Shirley has been involved in a number of other community activities, particularly in long term resident actions to improve and protect sensitive
wetlands in Primbee and as an ongoing member of the Port Kembla Pollution Meeting. She is a key member and supporter of Illawarra Residents
Against Toxic Environments (IRATE).

Shirley Shead

Shirley also acknowledges the tremendous support she receives from the Maritime Union of Australia Retirees group.
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ncle Ben Brown has always favoured action over words. The 79 year old Aboriginal Elder says he has been “pushed in,
fell in, fell out” with more community projects, programs and events than he cares to remember. Uncle Ben is a bit of
a larrikin, always ready with a smile and never afraid to express an opinion. With so many complex issues on the plate,
that’s probably one of the best ways to tackle it, never making light of the subject matter, but seeking ideal solutions with as much
good nature and honesty as possible. “That’s what you are around for, having your opinion,” Uncle Ben says. “It’s a free country, free
speech. As long as you don’t tread on people’s toes, but you can’t help doing that a bit.”

Uncle Ben has seen, heard and done a lot in his 79 years, much more than we can hope to adequately cover here.
“I worked all my life. I never had any trouble getting work,” he says. Uncle Ben was involved with a number of industries including
farming, fishing and sawmilling and for long periods was with the Department of Main Roads and the Water Board.
When he retired in the mid 80’s he “didn’t want to sit around looking at four walls” so he began working for
the community. Some of the many projects and activities he has been involved with include developing and
implementing NAIDOC family fun days, as a member of the Shoalhaven Safe Communities Aboriginal Partnership
Committee, mentoring students at the Shoalhaven campus of Wollongong University, school talks, Aboriginal flag
raising ceremonies, Welcome to Country ceremonies and Shoalhaven City Council youth projects.
Uncle Ben has nine surviving children and family has always been a major focus for him. His wife Mona died in 1981.
He believes it is particularly important to engage young people through projects such as the NAIDOC
celebrations. “It is actually National Aborigines Day but we just turned it into something interesting for the kids
too so they don’t just come and sit around and listen to people talking,” he says. “We try and do something
with them and give them a bit of something to do like tractor rides and merry go rounds or whatever and
that sort of stuff, so it’s a mix. We have people come and doing acts. “We had Maoris
come and sing last
year and a snake man come with snakes-all sorts of things like that.”
“It’s more like a culture day and it lets them know who they are. Like as we say, we
don’t want to lose our kinship and identity because otherwise we will just be a face in
the crowd and be running around the street like a stray dog with its bones sticking out
and a big belly.”
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Uncle Ben Brown

While Uncle Ben is passionate about protecting Aboriginal identity and kinship, he is equally active in helping to build understanding
and improving relationships between the various sectors of the Shoalhaven community. That includes improving relations between the
black and white communities as well as between different groups in the black community. “I just like to be up doing things,” he says,
and it has been a way of life.
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Uncle Ben says “some people get a bit annoyed” when he uses that stray dog analogy.
“Yeah, but it is just a saying and what we really don’t want to lose is our kinship,” he says. “They have been trying to change us, the
other mob. The non Kooris have been trying to change us into one of them but I think that will be a long way off. But I suppose some
things have got to change. The politicians say things have got to change but it is not left wholly and solely for them to do, it is left to the
mainstream people to do really. And also it is left to us.”

Uncle Ben Brown

Uncle Ben also sees improved educational opportunities as vital for the younger generation and is excited about the continued
development of the Shoalhaven Campus of Wollongong University and its new medical school. “The Principal told me we have eight of
our people out there now,” he says proudly.
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“These blokes we hope will go out there when they finish their training and be doctors in their communities. It mightn’t be their
community. It might be someone else’s. But I think one of the main points is we hope to give someone out there a doctor.”
Uncle Ben has been involved in the campus as a mentor, an Aboriginal spokesperson and as a traditional artist.
He is delighted a couple of his art works are being displayed at the university and he appears even more chuffed and amused that there
seems to have been a bit of “toing and froing” of a painting he really liked of a black cockatoo between the Wollongong and Shoalhaven
campuses.
“A good many years ago when I first got into this business, I went down to Ulladulla to meet one of the Federal Members, Jim Snow,
and that’s when we said to him we would like to see a university here in Nowra. It actually came about 15 years later but we sort of
sowed the seed and there it is out there now,” he says.
One of the issues Uncle Ben addresses is racism. “It’s a bit like two different countries. One is a black country and the other is a white
country,” he says. “But we do get together in different ways. In sport we get together. We work together and play together. That’s how it
is.”
“But I can remember way back in my early childhood during the war years, I can’t remember racism when I went to school. We were
just all kids. One person was the same as the other. Nobody had much money but we all seemed to get on good when we went to
school. I didn’t notice any racism. I wasn’t looking for it and I didn’t see it. We were all just sort of one mob. Then after the war things
seemed to change.”
Uncle Ben said he had recently been asked about the 40th Anniversary of the Referendum on Indigenous Rights. “Like somebody asked
me about when they made us citizens in ‘67 I think it was. In ‘66 they changed the money and in ‘67 they made us citizens and I thought
all this coming on was a bit of a joke. Like, one minute you’ve got pounds shillings and pence and next minute you haven’t. One day
you’ve got pennies and the next day you’ve got cents. Then the next day you’re a citizen sort of thing”.
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“Well after ‘67 then we became citizens. Well, I was a bit of a man then, and like you could go into the pub then and have a beer.You
couldn’t go in the pub before then unless you had a bloody dog licence; what they called a dog licence, we used to call it that.You had
to have a ticket, a certificate, to go in the pub, to say you could go in the pub because you were a citizen. So when they made us a
citizen we could throw the dog tag away. We could walk in the pub and have a beer with our mates.”
“It was a good thing and also a bad thing because some of the men started to get a bit abusive to their womenfolk and that brought
this domestic violence thing on and that, so in one way, it was good like I said, and another way it wasn’t.”

These days he is involved in regular liaison meetings with the Police Department to improve relations with the local community.
“We’d be on one side of the street and they’d be on the other,” he says of former times. They’d have guns and we’d have bottles.
We don’t want to go back to that.”
Uncle Ben has seen a lot of changes in Nowra. “They were all dirt streets when I was a young fella,” he says. “Only a few streets had
asphalt on them. “I am a Nowra boy and I believe Nowra is the best town on the south coast, but also some people say it is the
most racist town on the south coast. So I have tried to get rid of them all saying that. We are racist, but we can’t help that. It is just
the way things are. I think the Nowra people love us and we love the Nowra people, even though there has been a bit of sledging
going on. A lot of people from the mainstream seem to think the way I do. I went to school with a lot of them. A lot of them have
gone now, but we always got on all right.”
Uncle Ben is a shining example of a man with a deep love and appreciation of community and the courage and conviction to take
action when needed. As he says of his early life in the Shoalhaven, “If you didn’t work together you starved.”
Footnote:
Sadly Uncle Ben passed away in April 2009 but his legacy continues.
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Uncle Ben Brown

He had also recently been approached about his knowledge of Aboriginal languages. “I had people here the other day. They are trying
to revive the old Aboriginal language,” he says. “I know a few words and that but years ago you weren’t allowed to speak the Aboriginal language because the police would think you are talking about them or something.You were just as likely to get shot talking
the language in those days. So that was in the early times, so it sort of died out.You weren’t allowed to talk in that language but a few
words remain. They came and got a few words off me that I remember because we weren’t allowed to speak it.”
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hat a very strange world it would be if all the politicians suddenly decided one morning to take a 10 day vow of
silence. It’s almost unimaginable. It would certainly be an eerily quiet world and goodness gracious, they’d have to
find something else to put on the nightly news. And all those hours of healthy contemplation! Just think of all the
wonderful new initiatives and ideas so many silent, thinking politicians would come up with. Some people might unkindly suggest
the politicians would feel so useful, when they started talking again, the first thing they would say is that they deserve a pay rise.
Shoalhaven City Greens Councillor Richard Bates has taken that 10 day vow of silence at least eight or nine times.
Since he already chucked in a perfectly good career as an international banker and foreign exchange dealer to eventually become
part of what he acknowledges some saw as being “a bunch of green, tree hugging, hippy lunatics”, it can’t be just the pay rate he was
thinking about. One of the main things he seems to have come up with is this, everybody needs to speak up. Richard is not your
average politician; he won’t even like being referred to with that title.
Being a councillor on Shoalhaven City Council is more like a phase he is going through rather than an expected permanent role.
“I added it up the other day I have done about 40 different jobs in my life,” he says.

Richard Bates

Richard joined the Greens, took his Buddhist precepts with the Dalai Lama and did his first
Vipassana Meditation course, a non-sectarian meditation technique that involves a ten day
silent residential retreat, at about the same time in the mid ‘90’s.
He is also a fully trained Shiatsu massage practitioner and teacher, a meditation teacher
and tai chi teacher. He has travelled the old Sydney to London overland ‘hippy trail’, ‘hung
about’ with Indian gurus, slept in caves in the Himalaya, studied eastern philosophy, astrology,
traditional Chinese medicine, Jungian and somatic psychotherapy, trained as a palliative care
volunteer and formed the world music band EcoBeat.
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As we noted, not your average political figure. But while some in politics might not agree,
Richard believes all his travels and experiences have helped him to realise just how alike most
people are, rather than the opposite. They taught him to follow the Buddhist concept of the
“middle path”.
“I always look for the common denominator with people, especially with my political
opponents,” he says. “It has been very useful in politics to be able to find common ground,
to realise that we are all 99.9 percent the same and the differences between us are so slight
that you can almost overlook them much of the time.”
Richard formed the Shoalhaven Branch of the Greens from scratch in 2002 and it is now a
thriving political entity with more than 80 members. In 2003 he was elected as a Shoalhaven
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councillor along with fellow Greens member Rebecca Rudd. “One of the things I liked about the Greens from the beginning as a
political party was that within the Greens there are so many different points of view and they have all got integrity,”
Richard believes many people just see the Greens as a party supporting the environment and overlook its three other major founding
planks, social equality and economic justice; grassroots democracy; and peace, disarmament and non-violence. To him, the environmental issues were finally being addressed but what nobody was adequately covering was the ‘lack of engagement’ by the majority of the
community with the important issues.
“What was really behind my motivation in becoming involved politically was that I saw that if you don’t get involved and you don’t
have input into the process then you can’t complain if it doesn’t go your way,” he says.
“I believe in what Joan Kirner says that there is no such thing as a non political stance.You can’t say I am not political. And like Noam
Chomsky says, silence equals consent. I really believe that if you do not stand up and speak up if you don’t agree with something, then
you are consenting to it. Apathy is agreement. So Joan Kirner says there is no such thing as a non political act because if your act is
that you do nothing, you are agreeing with the status quo. I firmly believe that.”

Richard says that as an avid bushwalker, he is always grateful to all those who worked so hard in the past to protect the special places
of environmental significance. But he says he noticed that “in the environmental movement there were only a handful of people
actually doing anything.”
“Yes, on an issue like the armament depot for Jervis Bay, you could get 100 people out there for a protest but they all just melt back
into the community in between times and it is left to that handful of people, literally one, two, three people in the community actually
doing anything consistently. And I thought, “That is not healthy. There are all these hundreds, maybe thousands of people who agree
with what these people are doing but where is the assistance, where is the help, where is their voice, why aren’t they doing anything?
And I was one of them.You know, I paid my Greens membership and felt that was enough, but it is not enough. I mentioned this in my
speech at the (Healthy Cities) awards ceremony. If everybody just did something, if everybody did a little bit, if everybody just stepped
out of their comfort zones just a little bit and expressed their opinion and their view and did something active, actively did something,
this world would be a fantastic place to live in.”
“But 90 percent of people remain silent on almost everything and complain about having to go and vote. It is unbelievable people
complain about their democratic right to vote, their responsibility to vote.”
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Richard Bates

“So in Council, we are a minority of two, the Greens, but our voice is heard and I think that is really important. And of course, being
inside politics you can keep a watching brief on everything and that is really important. And there have been significant changes in
Shoalhaven City Council since we have been there, not totally due to us being there, because the NSW Government has become
much more environmentally responsible in the last few years, but it has definitely made a difference.”
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“I am a meditator and I take lots of time for reflection and in that reflection I realised I was being hypocritical in my view because I was
one of those who didn’t do anything. “I’d pay my membership fees and go to the odd rally and write a letter here and there, so I thought
I have got to put my money where my mouth is and that’s why I accepted the request to join in the (NSW Greens state election)
campaign and why, when I realised there should be a Shoalhaven Greens, I thought, ‘well, do it then’, and I did it, and then when it came
time for the council elections and we were saying. ‘Who is going to stand? Can’t we put up a team of candidates?’ So we went through
that whole process of preselection and we were short a candidate and I thought, ‘Put your money where your mouth is Richard.You do
it.’ And because I believe if everybody did that, if everybody stepped up, not even to that level, but the next level up, we could make a
huge difference to the way politics is done in this country. And I really believe that the people’s voice should be heard and it is not. It is
almost ritualistically ignored. It is only by people challenging that and standing up to that and demanding to be heard. And if everybody
did it things would change. So that’s why I got into politics.”

Richard Bates

“It was interesting that in my award note it said one of the things I got the award for was inspiring people to stand up and make a
difference, to get involved, so I was really pleased with that, because that was my motivation. To lead by example I guess. If I can do it,
and I have never done anything like this before in my life, but if I can do it and be moderately successful at it, anybody can in their own
way. That’s why I do what I do.”
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Richard and his wife Sandra are also strongly involved in the local community in their home town of Tomerong. Among other activities,
Richard is chairperson of the Tomerong Community Forum and Sandra formed a women’s network in Nowra and has been strongly
involved in revamping the Tomerong Community Hall. “When we first moved to Tomerong, Sandra saw the potential of the hall and got
involved It is the lifeblood of the community now,” he says. “It is a wonderful centre with a great energy which is difficult to book now
because it is so busy.”
Richard says everything changed for Tomerong when the highway was diverted away from the centre of town. “When the highway went
through there was no community,” he says. “I didn’t even know the people on the other side of the road, you couldn’t speak to them.
When the highway went away, all of a sudden it was ‘Who are these people?’ and all of a sudden we realised we could hear each others’
conversations.”
Things like working bees at the community hall really brought the more established and newer sections of the community together.
“I find myself scraping the side of the hall next to someone I thought disliked me and it turned out they didn’t know me and we got on
like a house on fire,” he says. “It has been a real bonding thing. We have a lovely community spirit here now, very diverse. All sorts of
people, but we all get on.”
For a long time, being a Green wasn’t good for your reputation. “The greens and the environmentalists were disparaged for decades as
being a bunch of green, tree hugging, hippy lunatics,” Richard says. “Now those of us who were those hippy lunatics knew that wasn’t
true. It was a media thing. It was a weapon used against us by big business and our political opponents. We are just ordinary people.”
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Richard says they got a big reception when they first entered Council. “I found when I first went into politics in Council, they saw us
as the enemy. Here are two Greens and we are going to have to completely demoralise them as quickly as possible, so they just went
for us. And everything that we put up, they attacked and they were vicious at times and I have written Letters to the Editor pointing
this out to the people of the Shoalhaven saying why are they attacking us like this. But it was our lack of experience on the Council
and gradually they came to see us as not being radical lunatics but just quite reasonable moderate people that actually had some quite
good ideas. By taking that attitude of keeping the lines of communication open between us and them, and having some sort of reasonable relationship, with them they came to see us as fellow human beings and the same thing happens in reverse. I came to see them
as not the enemy, but as people with a different world view to me that I would dearly love to have some influence on, but they were
quite entitled to their point of view and that rather than being like a bunch of corrupt politicians in it for themselves, everybody there
thought they were doing the right things for their community.”
“What I am proudest of is bringing the green agenda into the mainstream of thinking at Council, just by being who we are and being
accepted as reasonable human beings and having our ideas seen as being reasonable and that is the only way you get your ideas on
the main agenda.”
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Richard Bates

Richard says at least he is listened to now, though not always agreed with. “Every now and then they agree with me – and that is
always a red letter day,” he laughs. But some fundamental differences remain. “They don’t always agree with the developers but their
philosophy is that development is good for the Shoalhaven, whereas our philosophy is that sustainable development or appropriate
development is good for the Shoalhaven.” Ultimately though, he says, it is up to the community. If the majority of people were socially
and politically engaged then we might see the world becoming a place that we all want to live in, not just a place that developers and
their friendly politicians believe we should live in.”
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erroa Boat Fisherman’s Club has always had magnificent views sweeping south across Seven Mile Beach. From its elevated
headland position, the panorama takes in ocean, beach, national park and distant Coolangatta Mountain. What the club
has sometimes lacked though, is real vision. The club’s original founders had relatively modest ambitions. They were a
group of local and holidaying fishermen, many of who were regulars at the Gerroa caravan park. They’d have a fish, pitch a tent on
the beach, buy a keg and have a few drinks. In January 1967 they held a meeting and 56 people paid a $2 subscription to become
the club’s first members. One of the main tasks was to organise a permanent boat ramp. Recently retired club president Michael
Fayne says the resulting concrete boat ramp is still in use today.
“The fishermen then decided they needed a clubhouse so they bought a house across the road from the ramp and turned in to a
club,” Michael says. Perhaps fortunately, Council stepped in and said because of zoning regulations it was not a suitable club location.
They were offered a couple of sites, one behind the caravan park and one on top of the hill at the site of an old quarry.

Michael Fayne

“Thankfully they chose the present site and they banded together to physically build their own clubhouse,” Michael says.
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When Michael first became involved in the club in 1993, it was ‘showing its age’ and desperately in need of renovation. More critically,
it was in severe financial distress and at one stage was struggling to pay staff wages.
After 14 years as an unpaid director of the club, Michael resigned as its president at the end of 2006. He left the organisation and its
premises in markedly different shape. Michael was subsequently nominated for a Healthy Cities Special Achievement Award for his
‘prolonged and sustained campaign’ to change the focus and attitudes of the club from little more than a “fisherman’s drinking hole’
to a proud socially aware and community conscious club. In the process he had helped transform the
financially struggling club into a safe place for families, friends, visitors and tourists and a key fundraiser
for community organisations and services.
Michael and his wife Patsy were themselves originally regular visitors to the caravan park until a
council restructure meant they would have to move their permanent van away from the beachside
section of the park. Unimpressed with the options, they decided to buy a holiday home instead.
“When we visited our holiday home on the weekends we used to get very depressed on a Sunday
afternoon when it was time to go back to Sydney,” Michael says.
Then Michael became seriously ill. The couple were both teachers in Sydney’s southwest and Michael
was one of five teachers at their school to contract viral pneumonia. “I was very ill for a long time,”
Michael says. “I was off work for three months and it was like a near death experience. I suggested to
Patsy that rather than have Gerroa as our holiday home we should have it as our permanent home.

V i s i o n a r y Vo i c e s

It is such a beautiful area. The decision was easy.” They moved in 1990 and Patsy was able to get a transfer and Michael was happy
to teach casually till their retirement about seven years ago. “We became very involved with the local community here,” Michael
says. “Gerroa has a very strong community association and we would attend meetings, assist with fundraising and help maintain the
Neighbourhood Centre.”
John Giles, the President of the Gerroa Community Association was also president of the Fisherman’s club and he encouraged
Michael to offer his services as a director. “It was basically to help rebuild the club, to get it back on its feet as a viable concern,”
Michael says. “John then decided to move to Shoalhaven Heads and that is when I replaced him as President.”
Not everyone at the club saw eye to eye on important issues. “I’d say there were two main factions in the club, one was spend,
spend, spend and of course that is what sent the club into trouble financially,” Michael says. “The other was more conservative and
community minded.”

“The first one we under took was to extend the club further towards the ocean and up to a mezzanine level which of course took
advantage of the view,” Michael says. “When we were discussing it at the time, the President, John Giles, said ‘We can’t afford that.’ and
my statement was we can’t afford not to have the extension.”
“I could see the club needed something to attract people in and the view was the main attractant. When we did that, profits for the
club went through the roof. It was magnificent. The patronage of the club just skyrocketed.”
“One thing leads to another and with the extra patronage the bar wasn’t big enough, so we had it extended and modernised.” The
third extension was to transform the existing barbeque area into a larger fully fledged function facility that can now cater to weddings
and other community events.
With an overhaul of management practices there was also a concerted effort to reduce antisocial behaviours that were largely
linked to alcohol abuse. “We didn’t want a drunken environment where you don’t feel safe. Anyone who didn’t behave in a manner
we felt was correct for a family group, such as drunkenness or bad language, they were suspended from the club,” Michael says.
“As a consequence people saw this was a place where they could bring their families, have a quality meal together, have a little
entertainment, without having to worry about the safety of themselves or their children.”
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Michael Fayne

There was also a strong drinking culture. “The early directors used to have board meetings and afterwards just drink freely until they
had had their fill” he says. “I’m against that.You can’t have one member drinking for free while another one is having to pay for it. I
believe you shouldn’t volunteer your services and expect to be paid in kind for it. The faction that was drink, drink, drink became out
numbered by board members who really did the right thing.” After addressing the initial financial crisis, the club’s next priority was
planning much needed renovations.
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“I don’t think it was just our club it happened to. I think clubs in general became a place where families could go and buy reasonably
prices meals whereby restaurants don’t seem to cater for that sort of group.”
“Being also a holiday town, you get many holiday makers down here, which of course are family groups, and you can’t leave your
family at home and go to the club for a meal, so as consequence your whole family goes up to the club for a meal.” When Michael
was elected Club President in 2000, he began guiding the club’s fundraising activities away from self centred internal benefits towards
helping community groups.

Michael Fayne

“The fundraising that was done at the club was done for internal club functions whereby members received free drinks, free food and
free this and that,” he says. “I saw this as a waste.”
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“The club had become too popular not to use it as a venue to raise much needed funds for the local community.”
Organisations that benefited included Noah’s Ark (for intellectually disabled children), Nowra Community Hospital and the Illawarra
Breast Cancer Support Group. Michael also campaigned for local community services such as the Gerringong Rural Fire Service,
Gerroa Community Association, Gerringong Life Saving and local sporting teams to have a permanent place on the monthly raffle
roster.
“That’s where I wanted the club to focus, not on the club itself, but as a part of the whole community. It is part of the charter of the
club to look after the local fishermen and to support the local community. It wasn’t doing that prior to these things happening.”
Michael says he did calculations for one year and was shocked to realise how much the club had raised for various groups. “It was
somewhere around $30,000 for that year.”
“It wasn’t just a seafood raffle. For a special group like Noahs Ark we would receive a lot of donations and these gifts would be raffled.
So the raffle went from a little raffle to a great fundraising raffle where we could raised about $2000 in one afternoon.It was fantastic.”
Michael says members and visitors were happy to be part of the fundraising.
“In fact you could see a marked difference in the way the people spend on the raffle. Records show a marked difference in individual
raffle profits, even when the same prizes were offered. People would say ‘I’ll have two dollars worth of tickets.’ But when it is the Rural
Fire Service they say ‘Here’s $10.’ They seem to be more of a giving nature because it is for a specific charitable group. People are very
generous in their support for worthwhile, volunteer groups.”
“There was one day there when someone was walking out of the club just as the firemen were walking in. I encouraged them to wear
their colourful fire gear. He said, ‘What are you guys doing?’ and they said, ‘We’re starting a raffle. Do you want some tickets?’ and he
said ‘No I’m leaving now, but here’s 10 bucks anyway.’ He was happy to give them $10 just for the rural fire service. So it is not just
members, it is the visitors to the club as well.”

V i s i o n a r y Vo i c e s

“And that’s basically what the Board and I were doing. We were using the fact that we have hundreds of visitors to the club who were
quite willing to spend money. We were looking at it and saying, ‘We’ve got these people here. Let’s have a raffle, one, for entertainment
value, and two, to raise funds.’ And it worked perfectly and continues to work, benefiting both the club and the community.” Michael
believes clubs should play an increasingly important role in their local communities.
“Clubs with a bigger turnover - this club doesn’t come under that umbrella - have to legally put a certain percentage into the
community. We don’t have to, but we choose to.”
“In fact the club directors of NSW have an institute and they are quite strong in their preaching to the club directors that yes, we
must work with the community for the community. We are not just a place where you go and play pokies and drink beer. It seems to
be get over that culture, get out of that and become part of the community. Have a health club, which a lot of the bigger clubs do, and
swimming pools, playing fields. They do support a lot of the younger sporting groups.”

“It might take a few more years yet but I can see it happening. I can see more community minded members being willing to stand for
positions on their local club boards.”
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Michael Fayne

“I see an important community role for clubs and this is being strongly pushed by the Clubs Association of NSW to get away from
that gambling scene and drinking scene and become a better member of their local community.
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hen it comes to doing bush regeneration work, Corrimal resident Marcia Neilson can’t seem to help herself. For 30
years Marcia has been turning public degraded natural areas back into as close as she can get to pristine bushland.
Whenever she has lived near, or been associated with, despoiled bushland areas, Marcia has been spurred into action.
As Marcia says, when she sees a bushland area covered with lantana, privet, weeds and rubbish she thinks to herself: “Oh no, here
I go again.”

Marcia Neilson

Over the years she has learnt, by trial and error, her own system of tackling the work and takes more of an artistic approach rather
than a technical one.
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Here is a committed environmentalist who is “sick of hearing about tree planting.” And don’t expect her to know the scientific names
of any native species either. She’s not even that crash hot when it comes to many of the common names. “This is another rainforest
thingy,” she says, clutching the foliage of a plant she has lovingly helped establish itself in a transformed public reserve near her
home. And she mentions the “big bright orange and green birds from New Guinea” that now visit the area. Marcia doesn’t see it as
important to know what the birds’ actual name is. She only cares that they are “sensational” to look at when they do visit
and that they help spread seeds around.
That’s the heart of Marcia’s evolving regeneration system. Get rid of the rubbish and the noxious weeds like lantana; find
and mark any natural seedlings; help them to establish themselves with watering and mulching; and encourage natural
birdlife to help with new planting.
“I think there should be more work done looking after the trees that are coming up naturally, rather
than running around tree planting,” she says.
Marcia can’t really explain where her love of gardening and bush regeneration work came from, other than to say it
must be “in her genes”. Her family on her mother’s side were pioneer farmers out west. “When I was about 20, I
just all of a sudden transformed my parents’ backyard and it was really nice and I realised I had this thing and I really
liked gardening,” she says. Gardening soon became an obsession and a way of life.
One day she had an inspiration and put a wanted ad in the Sydney Morning Herald for accommodation in a self contained
cottage in exchange for doing gardening. She says everyone around her thought it was rather an eccentric idea for a young
woman and ‘laughed their heads off’ but there were two responses. She ended up spending nine years in a gardener’s
cottage in Avalon in Sydney’s northern beaches on grounds with multi million dollar views over Palm Beach. Rent and
electricity bills were covered in return for doing eight hours gardening a week. In Marcia’s case, it was hardly a fair
exchange.
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“I had three blocks to look after plus I did some (voluntary) work on the reserve next door,” Marcia says.
“I cleared all the lantana off the bush rock in the reserve and it was just sensational sitting on the cliff top looking out at the views
over Avalon and Palm Beach. Sitting there with all the greenery and birds I saw just what you can do, what you can accomplish.”
Forced by circumstance to move on, Marcia bought a small former farm cottage on two blocks of land near Camperdown Children’s
Hospital. “I thought I would just do up all the gardens, sell it and go back to Avalon,” she says. But Marcia soon ran out of garden to
work on.

“We took out 150 tonnes of rubbish and I couldn’t believe that I would see sick or injured kids being taken to the children’s hospital
and there were just rats running around everywhere in the rubbish,” She says. “I had the guys doing community service work loading
up the bins for absolutely ages before we got anywhere else.” The area began to transform and Marcia had visions of creating a
botanical gardens for the children to relax in and of regenerating the creek area as an oxygen booster.
“Lots of people started walking through because it was inner city and there was very little green space there and it was great
watching people using it. They were jogging through. They were taking their dogs. It was just sensational.” A land sale meant much of
her work was turned into a car park. She can now only look with nostalgia and admiration at the similar work Wendy Whitely has
achieved in creating what Marcia says is a ‘sensational’ extensive garden on public land in Sydney’s Lavender Bay. Undeterred, Marcia
bought a new home in Foothills Road, Corrimal. The adjoining public reserve, snake infested and covered in lantana, blackberries and
rubbish turned others away, but Marcia saw it only as an opportunity. “After where I had been at the Children’s Hospital, it was just a
little job, but it took me a lot longer than I thought,” she says.
After 15 years she has “mostly finished what I wanted to do” but maintenance and other work continues. Residents can now use
the corner block as a thoroughfare and whilst the snakes have largely moved out, abundant birdlife has moved in. In Marcia’s adjoining yard, magpies loll around on the grass, sip from water containers and roost on some wooden steps. They watch her every move.
Marcia seems to have developed a particular affinity with the growing population of resident Noisy Minors in the reserve.
“There are generations we know out there now,” she says. “One of the reasons they seem to know us is because when some of
the babies haven’t been able to get back to their nests before dark we have taken them inside into our house by the window and
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Marcia Neilson

“I didn’t have any more so I started going to the rear of the Children’s Hospital and I started thinking how nice it would all be if it
was done up,” she says. The former bushland area had become a rubbish tip infested by rats. Meanwhile, Marcia had worked part time
with the NSW Government in various agencies and had come to be involved with people supervised by the Probation and Parole
Service doing community service work. “I used to have to visit all the guys doing community work in Sydney and I noticed that they
were excellent at doing gardening and mowing,” she says. “I thought they were good at that kind of work so I got them down to the
back of the hospital two days a week.” In her first successful ‘working of the system’ on behalf of the environment, Marcia got TNT
to sponsor a large skip bin and rubbish removal and McDonalds to sponsor lunches.

61

kept them warm. I talked to WIRES and they said sometimes they fall out of their nests and get concussion. I have taken them into
the house and the adult ‘Noisies’ fly outside our window and they recognise us and then when we let the babies go the next day
they seem to know us and to know what we are doing. WIRES has been good like that to tell us how to feed them with the white
membrane inside of eggs and a bit of water.”

Marcia Neilson

Six years ago there were moves to have the reserve reclassified to allow for dual occupancy housing and Marcia successfully battled
for four years speaking at public meetings, writing articles and gathering resident support. “I had to save it and I spent four years of
my spare time doing that and 12 years working on it,” she says of the reserve. When Marcia’s daughter began attending Tarrawanna
Public School she had another one of her “On no! Here I go again.” moments when she saw Tarrawanna Creek. She helped organise
Wollongong Detention Centre work crews to clean out the rubbish and Wollongong City Council subsequently performed extensive
tree planting.
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“I just saw it and I thought, here we go again. I was trying not to do it but I know the system. I know how we can utilise community
agencies,” she says. Despite the outside help, Marcia still hand watered a hundred trees till they were established. As a part time field
officer with the Detention Centre, Marcia has participated in a number of other clean up and regeneration operations in schools
and other areas. Every year she supervises a clean up of Shark Island in Sydney Harbour as part of Clean Up Australia Day. She also
supervises young people working for Duke of Edinburgh awards. For the past six years her main regular project has been on land
owned by St Therese’s Catholic School in Wollongong. The three hectares of land sits either side of the driveway leading into the
Illawarra Grammar School.
“I couldn’t believe all the lantana and I thought this is shocking,” Marcia says. “All the rubbish that we got out of the ground had been
there for who knows how long, the plastic was partly decomposed so some of it had been there for at least 20 years.”
Her dream is to have the area one day rivalling the Minnamurra Rainforest. Marcia approached the schools for permission to work on
the site and began arriving every Saturday morning with her captive but willing workers on community service orders.
Despite the huge changes in the area in the last few years, hardly a tree has been planted. “No, the birds, the birds,” she says. “I have
hardly done any planting. I’m more into watching trees come up themselves rather than running around planting them. I’m sick of hearing about tree planting. I must have 200 trees that are coming up themselves at St Therese’s and I just think if I had taken the whipper
snippers in there I wouldn’t have them. I am running around getting all the little trees and weeding around them and marking them and
keeping the guys away from them. The guys are good with the whipper snippers but they are not good at finding baby trees.” Marcia
says in all her work and projects with ‘the guys’ they have always been astounded at how much she can achieve ‘with just a rake and
a trowel’. She has never been one to just stand back and supervise. Marcia is excited about a new system of ‘dam mulching’ she has
been trialling that helps even light rain and nutrients get to the base of newly establishing plants and trees. She has been talking to the
experts about it and is working on spreading the idea elsewhere. She is also excited about the fact that hundreds of cars drive down
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the Illawarra Grammar School driveway each day and if even just a few of the occupants of those vehicles begin to notice a difference
in the bushland she will be happy.
“People can now see the true beauty of the native trees and hopefully it will help gain their respect and ultimately stimulate their
conservation ideals,” she says. “People will be able to begin to experience the pleasure of ‘pristine bushland’ in their everyday lives.”
Marcia hopes more children will be drawn away from their computer and television screens to appreciate and enjoy the bigger natural
picture around them. Marcia gains that pleasure herself from looking and working with the natural world. An accomplished artist, she
burns flowers and floral designs onto wood.
She talks in artistic terms about the reserve near her home. She works on it not with an artist’s brush, but with her rake and trowel.
“I love looking at all the natural lines and all the nature,” she says. “I just follow the natural lines that are there when I am working too,
I don’t change it. It is just fantastic to look at visually.” Sensational, actually.

Marcia Neilson
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here is not much more a five year old can do for her community than give up her own bed so a weary volunteer fire fighter
can get some much needed rest. For Nola Stephens, sleeping in a made up bed in the bath was just part of growing up in a
strongly community minded household. “It was the case of a community village and everybody got in and did everything,”
Nola says. “We didn’t worry about time and who should be doing what. We all did our bit.” Nola was born in 1944 and was just
two when her family moved to the north Nowra area and became heavily involved with the local bushfire brigade and the progress
association.

Nola Stephens

“It would be nothing to come home and there would be another person there,” she says. Her mother would make up a bed in the bath
with pillows and blankets which, sleeping head to toe, she would sometimes share with her older sister. “It didn’t worry us because we
knew that they were doing a job and that’s what it was all about. When you are one of nine children you expect anything.”
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Nola joined her mother and others in the family providing meals, manning phones, fighting fires, floods, assisting with searches and
helping with fundraising. For Nola, helping others and “doing her bit” became part of the everyday. “It is just part of me. It is my life.
It is what I have always done,” she says. In later life Nola assisted with the bushfire
brigade for 22 years, with Meals on Wheels for 20 years and was part of countless
community groups and committees, particularly in the health services area.
She has been a Community Representative on the local Home and Community
Care (HACC) Forum since 1987, a driving force for improved service delivery on
the Shoalhaven North Rural Health Consumer Action Group since its inception, a
member of the Shoalhaven Council Access Committee and the Illawarra Consumers
Dental Health Action Group, to name a few.
But while Nola has sat on committees and attended countless meetings and held
her own with senior executives and officials from organisations such as NSW Health
and Shoalhaven City Council, she says for much of her life she was dogged by “not
having a piece of paper”. That piece of paper was the High School Intermediate
Certificate. From the age of two, Nola began suffering serious problems with her
ears and hearing.
“I couldn’t hear all the time and I couldn’t play all the time and I used to get all
these infections,” she says. She subsequently had eight operations but was left with
profound hearing loss. Nola says for 40 years she ‘got by’ by lip-reading. A major
casualty of course was her schoolwork. The education system had no resources to
help her at that time and she left school the day before she turned 15. At the back of
her mind, she longed for that piece of paper. Nola got a job washing dishes in a café,
unable even to waitress because of her hearing difficulties.
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Later, she moved to Sydney and worked in the Dalmar Children’s Home and following that, in aged care. Even though she was working
as a domestic, Nola began building the knowledge and experience she still uses today helping others access health and community
services.
Nola returned to Nowra and in her mid 20’s, married her husband Fred and had a daughter, Margaret. In the second half of 2007, Fred
was undergoing radiation therapy and Nola had scaled back her activities to just five committees. “That’s enough at the moment,” she
said. Nola says because she spent so much time in hospital herself with her ear surgery, she long ago decided she wasn’t going to be
‘an underdog’ and would help ensure other people got the services and treatment they needed.
“I thought, ‘I have a problem with my hearing but it is not going to hold me back and I can do things for other people. ‘ But there are
some people out there who can’t do anything and I want to make sure they are comfortable,” she says. “Everybody has a right to
live. Everybody has a right to live to their fullest. Not to be held back, where I was. I’m not saying my parents did it, it is the way the
education system was.”

“I am a great believer of people needing to know what is available at the hospital,” she says. “Like there is occupational therapy,
physiotherapy. How do you get into them? How to get in to see a specialist for a child with psychological problems? How to get into
community health? How do you get into oral health? I let people know what is available.”
“People will come to me and say, ‘Nola do you know anything about this, or that?’ and I say, ‘What do you want to know?’ And if I
don’t know the full information I say, ‘Oh, there is a certain person in the Council who would know what that is. Home visits? Ring
this number and they will give you the information.’ Even when I’m out shopping, ‘Nola do you know where this is?’ If I don’t know I
say ‘Here is a number that I think can help.’ Nola says people know she is willing to fight for them.
“You are not always going to agree with the General Manager of the hospital, but people know that you know enough to care and to
follow it through,” she says. The authorities are all too aware that she does not give up easily.”
“They see me coming sometimes and they nearly have a fit because they say, ‘Nola has got something on her mind.’ I do ask questions
and I do follow it through, whether it is the Council or anywhere else. I have no qualms about following things through because if I
believe it is right, until you can tell me it is wrong, I will fight.You have to prove to me there is another way that it can be worked out.
Like, how do I put it? I have been doing this work for some time.”
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Nola Stephens

Because she has been on “more committees than I can name”, Nola has an extensive overall knowledge of the services and programs
available in health and community services and importantly knows the key contacts and numbers to help people access services.
As she says, “It is a bit of a ‘Catch 22’ situation. People aren’t necessarily told about the services, programs and resources available to
them until they ask the right questions. Many people don’t know who or what to ask.”
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In her committee work, Nola champions many causes on behalf of consumers. For instance, “I’ve been on the Shoalhaven City Council
Access Committee for about 5 years, making sure we have got hearing loops for the hearing impaired, making sure things are available
for visually impaired people. The latest thing is I have been on about is the parking situation at Shoalhaven Hospital. We look like getting
another 55 parking spaces for the hospital.”

Nola Stephens

Maybe in response to her problems with her own early schooling, Nola was particularly involved with her daughter’s school and now
with her granddaughter’s. She has at times worked three to five days a week in the canteen, helped with breakfast programs, P & C
and P & F meetings, fundraising, assemblies and other activities. “I go to all these meetings but I get a lot out of it because they (the
children) show us how to live today,” she says. “We just go and we help each other. We give them encouragement and they give us
encouragement. It’s a communication thing and that’s what I think is so good and we need to do more of that. It helps us because that
keeps you young.” Nola says she tries to attend all the assemblies at her granddaughter’s school.
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“They see you there and they know that you care. The fact that you are there and some of their parents can’t be there. Like there
is one boy there who is a slow child – I know otherwise – he always comes up, and then there is a whole tribe of kids who come
up because they know there is somebody who cares for him.You have got to show that side, and they see that and show you they
appreciate what you do.”
After being with Meals on Wheels for 12 years as a volunteer, Nola gained a paid position as a coordinator. She says after 4 ½ years, a
restructure saw a new provision that meant her position required a school certificate. “I loved that job but I didn’t have the piece of
paper, so say no more,” Nola says. She went back to being a volunteer.
But while working with Meals on Wheels Nola was put in touch with Dave Beswick, a deafness consultant with Illawarra TAFE. Nola
says Beswick was giving a seminar in the community centre where she was working and was told “There’s a lady in the kitchen who is
hearing impaired who wants to talk to you.”
Beswick opened her to a new world of improved educational possibilities. “When I lost that job he said, ‘Why don’t you come and
do a course?’ and I said, ‘I couldn’t, ‘but he said ‘You can do it’, Nola says. “He gave me my dream. All my life, all I wanted was my
intermediate.” Nola completed her School Certificate when she was 50 and went onto graduate from Year 12 at 53, before obtaining
her Auslan (Australian sign language).
She has now gone back every year since and completed another subject in the Tertiary Preparation Certificate courses “just to keep
the old brain going. They keep letting me go back to do one subject a year because I think I am a good advertisement for them and it
doesn’t overstretch me because I have all these other meetings to attend,” she says.
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Other Relections

D

Dr Pat Mowbray

r Pat Mowbray was instrumental in setting up Healthy Cities Illawarra in 1987 and has been an inspiration to the
movement in Australia and overseas ever since. Throughout the organisation’s 20 years of operation in the Illawarra she
has alternately held the position of either president or vice president and has been a dominant force and guiding light in
its ongoing success. As a young medical doctor working “incredible hours” in the NSW health system, Pat came to understand
the answers to health, as opposed to sickness, would never be found within the four walls of a hospital. Later, when she used her
boundless creative energy to help pioneer, establish, then supervise community health services in the Illawarra, she again came to the
conclusion that there would never be enough services to meet the demand. A new and novel approach was needed. One that not
only focussed on health promotion and prevention, but involved every section of the community.
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Pat recounts her story: My Early Life
In my childhood I lived in Dulwich Hill in the inner city of Sydney. My mother was a talented musician and a very keen gardener in our
large front and back yards. She loved birds and many wild birds visited our house including a Currawong that followed her and waited
for her on the telegraph wires outside the shop when she went shopping. My father was a Chartered Accountant. He married late in
life and had travelled extensively prior to his marriage. He always maintained that our Australian Aborigines were the finest race in the
world and would never have a word said against them.
When I was eight, my mother enrolled me in the Helen Kirsova ballet company which was composed of dancers from the Colonel
de Basil Russian ballet company who decided to stay in Sydney for the duration of the Second World War
rather than return to Europe. Helen Kirsova’s studio in Bridge Street, Sydney became a mecca for dancers
in the armed forces from all over the world. She also attracted some of the most talented and creative
people in Australia, particularly artists, actors, musicians and choreographers.
My mother played the piano for rehearsals, so I was able to see both traditional and original ballets and
their music, stage props and choreography being created in their entirety. Kirsova trained many young
Australian dancers but she also incorporated visiting world famous dancers and musicians into the public
performances, so we never quite knew who would be dancing or playing on a particular night. Australians
in the company learnt by imitation and were stretched to the limit of their abilities. This helped to create
the most exciting and passionate atmosphere and performances and taught me the value of unstructured
learning.
The influence of this willingness to create, change and incorporate all available talent had a profound effect
on me and has effected me ever since. However, as I grew into adolescence and beyond, my ballet ability
became worse rather than better, and as my two older brothers were completing medical studies, I decided
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to follow them.
Medical Career
Medical training in those days was mainly theoretical rather than practical and it was not until my second year after graduation when
I followed my new husband, Bill, to Wollongong, that I began to really think I had something to contribute to medicine. I worked
at Wollongong Hospital under Dr Ian Dixon and became Deputy Medical Superintendent. We were extremely busy and worked
extraordinary hours, but we tried to work as a team with all hospital staff, general practitioners and visiting specialists in order
to care for our patients, many of whom were either known to us, or on the other hand did not speak English. After having two
wonderful children and working at the hospital for fifteen years, I realised the answers to health, as distinct from illness, were really
out in the community.

Establishment of Healthy Cities Illawarra.
Towards the end of my time as Director of Community Health I realised that there would never be enough services to fill the need,
so I became even more interested in involving the whole community in the promotion of health and the prevention of illness.
I had heard about the newly established World Health Organization’s Healthy Cities Movement which had two major principles - to
diagnose the physical, mental, social, economic and environmental problems facing a community and to involve that whole community
in their solution. So the Illawarra Area Health Service and Wollongong University in 1986, made a joint successful submission to the
then Commonwealth Government for the Illawarra region to become one of the first three Healthy Cities in Australia, together
with Canberra and Noarlunga in South Australia. As the Healthy Cities Movement had only just been established in Europe and we
had very little information, we were again virtually ‘flying by the seat of our pants’. To facilitate this rather daunting task of becoming
a Healthy Region of Illawarra, we had one manager and one secretary. However we did have an enormous amount of community
goodwill and solid support and financial backing which increased over time, from the then Commonwealth and later on, the NSW
State Government and the newly formed Illawarra Area Health Service. Our four local government areas also became increasingly
involved.
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Dr Pat Mowbray

Wollongong Medical School submission and Community Health Services.
In 1974, I was part of the team, together with Wollongong University, that applied for an innovative Medical School which was based
on the training of general medical practitioners, allied health professionals and community nurses together in the University, in general
practices across NSW and in the yet to be established community health services. We did not get the Medical School which went to
Newcastle, but we did get regional community health services, so I went on to plan and implement these services for the next sixteen
years as the Director of Community Health for the Illawarra Area Health Service. There were at the time, either no services or very
few services in the following areas: Generalist Community Health Services including Community Nursing, Health Promotion, Child
Health, Psychiatric and Mental Health Services, Rehabilitation and Geriatrics, Services for the Developmentally Disabled, Sexual Health
and Ethnic Health Services. As head of the team applying for and responsible for the early implementation of these services, I was
again stretched to the limit of my abilities and creativity as there were very few models to follow.
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Dr Pat Mowbray
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Task Forces
From the beginning, we formed Task Forces to address the major problems facing the Illawarra. These problems were suggested by the
seventy people attending our first public meeting. So, from the very beginning, Healthy Cities Illawarra belonged to the community.
Having Task Forces, which have changed over time, has allowed different organisations, departments and community representatives to
have input into our Project. Many ideas and community development projects have come from these task forces whose members give
their time voluntarily and with dedication.
Community Development.
But the work we are proudest of is the ongoing community development work we have done with disadvantaged communities such
as Bellambi, Berkeley, Cringila, Port Kembla and the Aboriginal communities of Coomiditchie, Dapto, Warilla and the Shoalhaven. We
have tried to choose projects for implementation in these communities that are of importance to the particular community and have
merely assisted and encouraged that community to help solve their own problems. We have often used a visioning process to help
communities identify what they would like their communities to look like and be like in the future.
What have been some of the highlights?
•
Our first Vision Workshop in 1987 and the wonderful staff and volunteers at the Bellambi Neighbourhood Centre and the
subsequent first Breakfast Program.
•

Our first major project, The Clean-up of Lake Illawarra, ‘Project Armada,’ in 1989, which involved two and a half thousand
volunteers and one hundred and twenty three private, government, local government and community organisations,
businesses and industry.

•

The Prawn Sculpture and the subsequent co-ordination of the creation of the Place of Healing at Hooka Park at Berkeley.

•

Our Nutrition, Heart Health and Dental Hygiene project with the school, local GPs, ethnic groups, local shops and all
eighty- three nationalities at Cringila. The concert at the Cringila School, where every child took part and Father Xmas had
toothache because he was eating all the sweets!

•

The faces of children riding their bikes at the opening of the Road Safety Bicycle Park at Warilla with Shellharbour Council
and a host of organisations, both public and private.

•

The twenty-three vision workshops we held with all sectors of the Kiama community, including the schools, GPs and local
Aboriginals as part of the Kiama Municipal Health Plan and hearing all their visions.

•

One Track for All- a disabled accessible walking track lined by Aboriginal carvings at Ulladulla.
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All our Healthy City Award ceremonies and especially our Twentieth Anniversary Celebration Awards Ceremonies where I
was able to see those wonderful community recipients again.

•

The AIDS Prevention Procession going down Crown St led by a huge unmentionable object covered in a condom.

•

The moving reading of names of persons who had died of AIDS at a number of Quilt Display ceremonies. Each part of the
Quilt was in memory of an AIDS sufferer.

•

The pride exhibited by the Vietnamese photographer in his rather blurred picture of ducks outside his Vietnamese home as
part of the Photographic Exhibition “Time of our Lives” organised by the Aged Task Force.

•

The wonderful faces of the Can–Do Koonawarra Community Centre Committee, many of whom rose very early in the
morning to service the Breakfast Program for children at the Centre and felt privileged to do so.

•

The Illawarra being proclaimed a World Health Safe Community by a World Health representative in a ceremony in
Wollongong.

•

The Healthy Cities Conferences in Zagreb, Athens, Japan and Taiwan and the WHO Healthy Cities Alliance for the Western
Pacific Conference in Suzhou and particularly Kuching where we were astonished to receive a very large Regional Directors
Award which I could not carry on my own.

Futureworld and the Environment
As the years have gone by, I have realised that the biggest threat to health is the deteriorating natural environment and the
consequent effect this will have and is having on the human race’s food and water supplies and air quality, the very basis for health.
It was for this reason that I joined with Dr Judy Messer and others, particularly from Wollongong University, to commence the
process and finally bring to fruition the Futureworld Eco-Technology Centre formally at Miller Street, Coniston which displays
environmentally friendly technologies that are solutions to and can mitigate Climate Change. Once again I was on a steep learning
curve as I struggled to come to terms in my own mind with the enormity of the environmental situation we all face and particularly
the future my children and grandchildren will have to face. We already consume more resources than the planet can properly
produce so this is already causing great suffering to the poorer people of the world. Poverty, overpopulation, terrorism and war are
the inevitable results, which will only get worse as traditional energy sources such as oil begin to run out and animal and non-human
species continue to be destroyed.

V i s i o n a r y Vo i c e s

Dr Pat Mowbray
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The western world is overwhelmingly responsible for the vast amount of Greenhouse Gas in the atmosphere today yet some countries,
like Australia, are still denying the urgent need to take large scale remedial and proactive action.Yet many of the solutions are already
available. At Futureworld, we give the message of hope, solutions and vision. The whole world needs to share that vision. As I look back
on twenty years of Healthy Cities Illawarra, I realize that the two motivating forces have been the people I have met through Healthy
Cities and the beauty of our existing planet.You have been the inspiration and Healthy Cities Illawarra belongs to you all.

Dr Pat Mowbray

Footnote:
Sadly, Dr Pat Mowbray OAM passed away in October 2009, but her legacy continues.
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s Healthy Cities Illawarra (HCI) celebrated its 20th Anniversary, Frank Wallner was marking his 10th year as its General
Manager. When Frank first arrived in 1997, the organisation operated out of a small office in Kembla Street Wollongong and
there were just five part time staff to supervise. By the end of the anniversary year, the existing HCI head office, a converted
house and garage in Auburn Street, was bursting at the seams with 20 part time staff.
Over the years, HCI had not only grown in size but had continued to evolve and develop into a unique, international award winning
organisation with a string of ongoing successes. It had continued involvement in a wide range of projects, programs and advocacy
in areas such as environment, urban planning, sustainable transport, community development, child safety, food security, breakfast
programs, healthy ageing, sexual health and HIV prevention.

“In Australia two to three years is considered a long term funding commitment for
health, environment or welfare programs,” Frank says. “We have received core funding
from the NSW Health Department for 17 years. This stable, long term commitment has
allowed for longer term planning, for us to develop relationships with key organisations
and the community, and for us to gain recognition as a known organisation with a
legitimate place in the operating landscape of the region,” he says.
“Whilst the funding support has been critical, perhaps even more important is the
support we have enjoyed from the community. Our positive involvement with various
communities and community groups has created a support base and input into our
organisation which is essential. It is the creativity, energy and interest of community
which provides the motivation for our continuing efforts.”
Frank’s first priority at HCI was to initiate a complete review and overhaul of the organisation’s structure and operations.
“In its early days HCI was criticised for trying to be all things to all people,” Frank says.
“Our first secretary labelled us the ‘Department For Everything’ and the holistic philosophy of Healthy Cities does provide a challenge for us in terms of setting priorities and
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Frank Wallner

Although it was still part of the worldwide World Health Organisation movement that had seen more than 3000 Healthy Cities
entities created internationally – including regions, cities, towns, and islands - the Illawarra version had developed in its own distinctive
way, with an individual structure, method of funding and range of operations. To Frank’s knowledge there are only two other Healthy
Cities in the world that operated outside and independently of any national, state or local government body. Frank believed that
this independent structure was one of the reasons the organisation had been able to not only survive where others had come and
gone, but to continue to grow and develop in such a successful manner. As a non-profit, non government organisation, HCI has to
continually prove itself to maintain and attract the funding it needs to survive.
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planning.” After reviewing HCI and its functions – and surveying key associated organisations and the general public - Frank set about
preparing the organisation’s first strategic plan. “I felt like there needed to be more structure and I read all these documents about
healthy cities and there seemed to be a lot of jargon and a lot of philosophising about the healthy cities approach,” he says. “It was very
academic and I felt I needed to try and translate that strong academic and philosophical base into actions we could practically apply .”

Frank Wallner

Frank was well suited to the new role. There were his academic qualifications including a Bachelors Degree in Exercise Science
(BAppSc), a Masters Degree in Business Administration (MBA) completed in 2000 and a research scholarship studying health at the
University of Tsukuba in Japan. There was also a career within the non-government health sector in a diverse range of roles including
education, fundraising, research, business development and management in organisations including the National Heart Foundation,
Royal North Shore Hospital and Sports Medicine Australia.
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But there was also a personal background in the world of medicine and public health. “I grew up in Canberra and my parents were
both doctors and so it was an environment at home which was very interested in public health” Frank says. “My dad was a very active
person and my mum was an anti smoking campaigner in the 1970’s. She also helped to establish the Family Planning Association in the
ACT and did a lot of sexual health education in the 1970’s and early 1980’s. It was always embarrassing when she would come to my
school to give the ‘sex talks’. She was very much an influence on my life and my interests in health promotion.”
As a manager, Frank lists his operational review of the organisation and providing “a more structured and secure base for our
operations” as one of the achievements at HCI he is most proud of. One of the major examples of this process was in re-defining
the ongoing work of HCI task forces. The various task forces have included representatives from government, business, other
community groups and, most importantly, individual community members. Frank sought to refine the focus of the existing task forces
to make them more task oriented rather than serving a networking function. The then five existing task forces included Transport and
Environment; Child Injury Prevention; Tobacco Control; the Aged Task Force and the AIDS Task Force.
“All of them had a really keen group of core members who would turn up all the time to the meetings, but there were a lot of people
on mailing lists that didn’t turn up and it was about working out a better way for them to be more actively involved in the activities of
those task forces,” Frank says.
“The task forces have achieved some tremendous things and they have always been a very visible forum for collaboration. The task
forces bring people together. They sit around the same table, they don’t just talk about us working together it’s a visible and definite
demonstration of organisations and the community working together.”
Some other operational highlights include:
The Luekemia Cluster and Environmental Health Work
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“One of the things I did at the very beginning was a community survey in which we asked people what they saw as the three most
important health issues in the region,” he says. “Over 75 percent of people said pollution, and that was very interesting because it
showed that the environment and the health impacts of pollution were extraordinarily important to people in the region. That was
one of the reasons it lifted in priority for us. Another reason was our involvement in a community liaison committee investigation
into a Leukaemia cluster that involved 13 deaths in the Port Kembla/Warrawong area.”

Frank says HCI demonstrated its value as an independent, support and resource for community environmental health activities.
“We are not out there to take the credit. That is not what Healthy Cities is all about,” he says. “You’ve got keen volunteers who are
very passionate about a particularly issue and we are in a position to support them in all sorts of ways; compiling terms of reference,
convening meetings, giving them access to photocopying, doing a lot of communication, writing submissions to government, looking up
research, all that sort of thing.”
“So over the years, it has been very satisfying to be involved in that area; the dioxin campaign, the establishment of The Environmental
Health Network, and through that we made links with all sorts of other people and community groups such as Shirley Shead, June
Pronk and West Dapto residents. And interestingly, through The Environmental Health Network, we gained some respect and interest
from both industry and from government agencies.”
This led HCI to be invited by the NSW Government Environment Protection Authority (EPA) to convene an investigation to look at
concerns over radiation emissions from heavy industry in the region. “It was a great process and something really interesting to be
involved in,” Frank says. “It was certainly difficult keeping all those different stakeholders happy. At different times we came under fire
from the community, government and BlueScope Steel but in the end we achieved a valuable outcome while protecting the credibility
and independence of our organisation ”.
Place Making
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Frank Wallner

“There were a number of recommendations made by that community committee, but I had a very strong feeling that nothing would
actually happen with those recommendations so I initiated contact with some key community members who lived in Port Kembla and
were very important in the community liaison group. That’s how I first met Olive Rodwell and Helen Hamilton and also another bloke
called David Gilmour, who were campaigning and very concerned about both the leukaemia cluster and the reopening of the copper
smelter. One of the recommendations was to form a community based environmental health group which would make comment
and recommendations about environmental health issues and investigations linked to industrial pollution. I suggested that Healthy
Cities could convene that group and coordinate the activities and it would allow us to play a role in implementing at least one of the
recommendations in the report. So that became the Illawarra Environmental Health Network which we saw as an umbrella group for
a whole range of environmental health issues that were cropping up in the region. We met at the HCI office over many years and that
group was an important network and became very involved in a campaign to do with dioxin emissions from BHP”.

75

“Another area I have really enjoyed and felt has been important is what I call ‘Place Making.’ This is the process of working with local
communities to create places of cultural, environmental and social significance” Frank explains. “I was very involved in the creation of
‘Hooka Park – Place of Healing’ on the shores of Lake Illawarra and to a lesser extent with ‘One Track for All’ in the Shoalhaven.”
Frank says the idea of Hooka Park developed out of the Leukaemia cluster and was prompted by some of the families and others
involved wanting to celebrate life and healing rather than cancer and death. “At Hooka Park we created a really special place which
involved at least 200 community members, various government and non-government organisations and private businesses” he says.
“From a somewhat vague idea, the project evolved and I think that is one of the really interesting things with this kind of community
work-things evolve and develop. The work is not as structured as I learned when I first started in health promotion.”

Frank Wallner

“My criticism of much health promotion is that it involves further educating the already educated about health issues such as physical
fitness, good nutrition, not smoking etc. In general, those that have the worst health rarely respond to structured health promotion
programs because there are usually more urgent priorities in their lives such as lack of money, housing, drug and alcohol problems”.
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“In placemaking projects, it provides a way to engage diverse groups in the community in health promotion activities. If we had set
out and said we wanted to do a healthy, active project for breast cancer survivors, youth at risk, isolated older men, those in juvenile
detention, you just couldn’t have put all those pieces together in normal health promotion. These projects are so satisfying as they
contain all the elements of what Healthy Cities is about. It is community based, collaborative, there is a vision and we create sustained
improvements to the physical environment”.
Community Safety
“Some of our work in community safety has been very important. There was a project looking at the safety of backyard swimming
pools and the risk of children drowning,” Frank says. “It had become apparent that even though laws exist, there is often little
enforcement by local government to ensure pool owners adherence to these laws. The laws themselves are also openly worded and
allow local government to determine the extent that they enforce the laws. Our research looked at how local government approached
the problem. From that research we played a role in providing information that is now been taken forward to advocate for policy
change on a State and National scale. This local advocacy role we play is important as our local actions can often inform policy or
legislative change at other levels. This has also been our experience with the dioxin campaign and transport issues.”
Healthy Public Policy
“A tenet of good health promotion practice is the creation of healthy public policy,” Frank says. “When we look at our work, we will
often be looking, through submissions or advocacy, at how this will create some longer term, sustained policy change.”
“From our perspective, one of the huge advantages of being a non government organisation is, we can do that, we can lobby and we can
criticise government policy and can actually try to create better public policy.”

V i s i o n a r y Vo i c e s

Breakfast Programs
“The breakfast programs are another thing I have been really proud of. It has been hard keeping a lot of those going because we have
never had any secure funding for them. I used to coordinate them and every year we found ourselves running out of money. The
first one was at Bellambi more than 15 years ago, We are now at the point where we actually have a part time officer who is working
to support those programs and help coordinate them and set them up so they are sustainable and have a longer term future. The
breakfast programs are not just about feeding kids, it is also about supporting kids who may be experiencing all sorts of problems
in disadvantaged areas. That has been a really important long term project of Healthy Cities. We don’t run them but they wouldn’t
survive without us. And that has connected us with a whole range of community organisations who are very appreciative of us and
we are appreciative of them being the delivery arm to the community. And as a small regional organisation I suppose that is the ideal
way for us to work. We can’t necessarily deliver the stuff that has to be done alone but we can in partnership with those kinds of
community organisations.”

”A lot of decisions are now made with that health plan in mind so it was a way of Healthy Cities working with local government in
the creation of a guiding document. This plan does alter the way they approach their work and the type of activities they undertake.
It is a holistic document and covers the environment , transport, community services, nursing and aged accommodation, nutrition
programs, physical activity promotion, and quality of infrastructure. It is so different to the way a health plan might have been created
and I guess that Kiama Council’s long involvement with Healthy Cities influenced this. Kiama Council has been nationally recognised
for this plan and we were really pleased to have been associated with this. I would really like to get the other councils to follow a
similar process for their areas as well.”
And thinking of the future, Frank is certain of one thing. “There will always be plenty of work for Healthy Cities to do,” he says with
one of his trademark laughs. “I feel you chip away at these things. None of these things are overnight solutions but the importance of
having us as an organisation with independence is that we can lead and facilitate some of these programs and activities. We don’t do
that by ourselves but getting other organisations behind the ideas is really important – that’s why I like (the new HCI slogan) ‘Inspiring
a Healthy Illawarra’.
Frank takes the opportunity to thank the many organisations that have worked with and helped HCI in different ways over the years,
including the South Eastern Sydney Illawarra Health Service, various State and Federal government departments such as the EPA, RTA,
Department of Planning and DOCs, our local councils, Wollongong University and various businesses as well as many other NGO’s
and community groups.
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Frank Wallner

Council Health Plans
“One other important piece of work was our partnership with Kiama Municipal Council in the development of three successive
health plans for the area,” Frank says.
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“The other people who really inspire, are the volunteer community members, such as the people who are featured in the book,” he
says. “I am paid to do this job but these people who are just so passionate and determined give up so much personally to contribute to
the places that they live in. Those people are really a huge inspiration and Healthy Cities acknowledges and thanks them through our
annual awards every year – it is always a special event.”

Frank Wallner

“And of course having a great team is so important.You need a lot of energy to do this sort of work. You have actually got to create
and drive things and that means you have to have people who are motivated and passionate and that is the sort of person I like
working with. We have been lucky to have some really fantastic team members over the years. As well there are our board members
who all bring their interests, enthusiasm and commitment to the organisation as well. In particular, Pat (Dr Pat Mowbray) who is an
inspiration for the Healthy Cities movement in Australia and beyond.”
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University of Wollongong
Congratulations to Healthy Cities Illawarra on reaching your 20th anniversary. It is a significant milestone for an organisation that
does great work in our community, helping to make the Illawarra a better and more healthy place in which to live.
Recognising as it does the great work of volunteers, Healthy Cities epitomises the wonderful community spirit of the region and the
way in which so many people are prepared to work together for the greater good. In the 17 years that I have lived and worked in
Wollongong I have always felt that this is one of the Illawarra’s great strengths.
It is wonderful that we have an organisation like Healthy Cities Illawarra to nurture and recognise that community spirit, especially
as it relates to programs that improve the health of the community and the state of our environment.
It is surely no coincidence that the Illawarra Region was one of three centres in Australia chosen back in 1987 to be the test beds
for the Healthy Cities concept. Those who made the decision to test the concept in the Illawarra must have been confident that it
would flourish here.
And it certainly has flourished, thanks to the dedication and hard work of many highly committed people – both staff and volunteers.
The fact people come from other parts of Australia and even overseas to observe and learn from the Illawarra program’s success is
surely testament to the great work of a very dedicated team.
The University of Wollongong is proud of its association with Healthy Cities Illawarra, and we look forward to maintaining close
links in the future.
Professor Gerard Sutton
Vice-Chancellor
University of Wollongong

V i s i o n a r y Vo i c e s

Anniversary Messages

Anniversary Messages from
Partner Organisations
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Anniversary Messages

South Eastern Sydney Illawarra Heath
South Eastern Sydney Illawarra Health is proud to have supported Healthy Cities Illawarra since its beginnings. Importantly, Healthy Cities
is trusted by the community and has demonstrated over many years that they always have the best interests of the residents and the
environment at the forefront of their work.
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The work of Healthy Cities Illawarra is internationally recognized and they make a valuable contribution to improving health in our region.
Some examples of their contributions include monitoring the air quality at Port Kembla, Aboriginal cultural place projects in Wollongong
and the Shoalhaven, support for Active Transport and promoting the walkability and healthy design of urban areas, breakfast programs,
HIV/AIDS prevention, water and road safety promotion, tobacco control, and more recently their leadership in the Food Fairness
Illawarra project.
David Campbell, M.P.
Member for Keira
Congratulations to Healthy Cities Illawarra on 20 years of commitment to our community.
Healthy Cities Illawarra has grown and evolved as our community has changed.
The organization has moved from having a focus on preventative health, health education and healthy lifestyle in its early days.
Today it encourages community involvement and has a focus on improving the environment.
I have had the opportunity to see Healthy Cities evolve and acknowledge it goal to improve the lifestyle of the people of the Illawarra.
David Campbell MP
Member for Keira
Kiama Municipal Council
Kiama Council has been a long term member of Illawarra Healthy Cities and the Mayor, Councillor Sandra McCarthy is presently Vice
President of Illawarra Healthy Cities.
The Healthy Cities approach promotes programs to help cities cope with health and sustainable development issues that have emerged
with urbanisation. These issues range from population growth, adapting to climate change and degrading air and water quality to crowded
housing, traffic congestion and disease prevention.
Kiama Council formally acknowledges the contributions made by Healthy Cities Illawarra over the past 20 years including its programs
that work to improve and promote the health, physical environment and quality of life of people in the Illawarra, including the Kiama
Municipality.
Sandra McCarthy
Mayor, Kiama Municipal Council
Vice President, Healthy Cities Illawarra
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I am proud that Shellharbour City Council has been an active partner of Healthy Cities Illawarra in delivering programs that are
innovative, empowering and always aimed at improving the health and well being of current and future generations.
Congratulations on 20 years of outstanding work! I look forward to Shellharbour City Council’s continued partnership with Healthy
Cities Illawarra long into the future.
Cr David Hamilton,
Past Mayor
Shellharbour City Council.
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Shellharbour City Council
Healthy Cities Illawarra has an outstanding record of achievement over the past 20 years. Its strong community links and extensive
network of supporters reflect the value of this unique and respected organisation. Healthy Cities Illawarra continues to be
recognised for its programs that target the most disadvantaged groups in our community and it is little wonder it was recognised
by the World Heath Organisation in 2005 for its unrelenting commitment to improving the overall quality of life for people of the
Illawarra.
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