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Introduction 

INTRODUCTION 
We live in a society where conspicuous consumption is often applauded, or envied, rather than deplored. 
In a society where most of the people live in poverty, the principle that 'more is better' applies. However, 
when a society becomes affluent this is no longer the case. Many of our problems originate in the fact 
that some people have not yet grasped this simple truth.  

One of the problems emanating from this state of affairs is the depletion of natural resources and the 
pollution of our land, air and water. This book gives a brief account of some of the groups who have 
attempted to restore a balance, or sanity, into the debate about where we, as a society, are heading. 

In the area of what may loosely be called "environmental history", surprisingly little has been written 
about the Newcastle Region. Two notable works are: John Ramsland, A History of Blackbutt Nature 
Reserve, (unpublished manuscript in Newcastle Library and Auchmuty Library), 1988; and Patricia 
Withers, The Origin and Development of the Hunter Region Botanic Gardens 1981-1989, 1994. 

Typically books which survey aspects of Australian history provide only brief mentions of Newcastle 
and the Hunter Region. It is wishful thinking to imagine that people outside the Hunter will write our 
history. We need to do it ourselves and, in any case, who is better qualified? 

Ross Edmonds
Project Supervisor
Wesley Uniting Employment
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This project was funded by the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations (formerly 
DEWRSB) under Work for the Dole. Wesley Uniting Employment Newcastle West provided supervision 
/ sponsorship of the project. Both DEWR and Wesley Uniting Employment are commended for their 
support and commitment to this valuable project. 

Community Greening in Newcastle was a six-month project with the following aims: 

●     Contribute to the collective memory and community awareness in Newcastle 
●     Inspire and document community achievement of improvements in the local environment 
●     Provide meaningful opportunities for unemployed people to gain and develop skills and 

experience. 

In an economic climate where unemployment appears to be a permanent and increasingly prominent 
feature of the landscape, it is imperative that people have the opportunity to refine and develop career 
skills. The loss to the local community as a result of unemployment and under-employment is 
considerable. This project showcases the immense talents of local people in areas related to historical 
research, journalism, graphic design, and publishing. 

In addition to documenting and celebrating the considerable achievements of the local community in 
preservation and protection of the local environment, this project aims to encourage a continuing 
community approach to creating a broad range of employment opportunities in the Hunter. In this 
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respect, the project was successful in creating an opportunity for meaningful employment of one of our 
noted local historians. 

Ross Edmonds is a local historian with a broad knowledge of the regions history. His passion and 
expertise were essential to the success of this project. His commitment to the content and endeavour 
chronicled in this book, and to the practice of History, was an inspiration to all concerned. 

Thanks go to the many people who agreed to interviews, and to those people who generously lent scrap 
books and other material. These people are mentioned by name in the references for each chapter. 

This project was undertaken with assistance from Newcastle City Council and activities were based at 
the Palais Royale Youth Venue in Newcastle. Palais staff have shared the venue with us over the last 6 
months and were co-operative in providing assistance and advice. Particular thanks to Dale Garbutt, and 
to Ingrid Woodrow for her assistance with editing. The council printery staff were also approachable and 
co-operative. 

Particular thanks are also given to the staff of the local history section of the Newcastle Region Library, 
and the University of Newcastle Archives. In both cases staff assisted greatly in the process of locating 
material and generally coming to grips with modern library technology. 

The original proposal for this project was guided through the maze of bureaucracy by Colin Brown, 
Lynlee Johnson and Narelle Ryan. The ongoing monitoring and supervision of the project required a 
valuable contribution from Sue Mc Cluskey, Suzanne Brown, Richard Chippendale, Joanne Gibson, 
Chris Murray and Julia Barker. 

This book was compiled as a non-profit exercise to develop a community resource, and copies have been 
distributed free of charge to all local public and high school libraries. Wesley Uniting Employment will 
also be making this publication available on the World Wide Web. 

While every effort has been made to ensure the authenticity of all reference materials, the authors 
apologise for any discrepancies. The book is intended for community use and educational purposes. A 
major aim is to stimulate further debate and discussion of issues relating to environmental preservation 
and management in Newcastle. 

Lisa Woodrow
Employment Consultant
Wesley Uniting Employment Newcastle West 
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BIRDWOOD PARK 

In January 1971 John Turner wrote a feature article for the Newcastle Morning Herald (NMH). The 
headline read: "Birdwood Park seems doomed". These words proved to be prophetic. The land for 
Birdwood Park had been given to the people of Newcastle by the A.A. Company in 1888 and so has had 
a long history. 

 

In 1945 Council told the Town Clerk to "negotiate" for resumption of land with the frontage to King 
Street for an extension to Birdwood Park. It was anticipated that "…removal of air raid shelters from the 
park and the acquisition of the land would provide a reasonable breathing space for the city and would 
permit erection of a children's playground". 

Shortly after, however, plans to accommodate the ever-increasing flow of traffic into and out of the city 
were drawn up. These involved widening King Street and building a highway through Birdwood Park. 
The issue did not attract much public attention until 1971, by which time the park was in a very sorry 
state. John Turner wrote: "in preparation for its fate, it has been allowed to deteriorate into a derelict 
paddock. But it could and should be an outstanding aesthetic feature in the middle of our ever increasing 
acres of tar and cement". He went on to say: "Birdwood Park is not an isolated example of the alienation 
of public parks for roads". Examples of this were the widening of King Street in 1968 and the extension 
of the scenic highway through Jefferson Park in Merewether. It is obvious, he wrote, "…that the main 
criteria for determining the course of new roads, or for selecting existing roads for widening, has been 
the availability of parklands. By siting main roads in our parks, the State Government fulfils its road-
building obligations at a minimum cost". Turner also referred to Newcastle's "…long tradition of apathy 
towards public parks". While this statement was justified, the large protest in response to proposals to 
dissect Blackbutt Reserve in the 1960's had seen the wakening of a new attitude. 

By 1971 environmental issues were becoming more important to a growing number of people. Jobs in 
rural areas were declining, while the number of jobs in cities grew rapidly. With increasing population 
and rising affluence, the number of cars in cities increased rapidly. This translated into a need for bigger 
and better roads and highways. Parklands, along with some houses, disappeared as the process of turning 
two lane roads into six-lane freeways gathered momentum. The car had become king as most people 
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abandoned public transport and purchased their own car. 

In 1971 the Department of Main Roads (DMR) announced that a six lane road would go through 
Birdwood Park. One of the first groups to come out in opposition to the plan was the Newcastle division 
of the Australian Institute of Architects who "…appealed for strenuous investigations into every possible 
way of retaining Birdwood Park in its entirety". The chairman, Mr Brian Suters, said his division 
"…supported the protest meeting. The proposal is a classic example of the amenities of the park being 
sacrificed for the needs of the car. We must recognise the value of the parks and open space. The 
destruction of parks for roadways has accelerated in the Newcastle area. We must take stock now or it 
will be too late…the issue of Birdwood Park is symptomatic of the immense problems facing all cities. 

Apparently many Novocastrians agreed with these sentiments as 150 people turned up at the protest 
meeting with banners and postcards reading: "Find another way for the Motorway", "Keep the Woods in 
Birdwood" and "By pass Birdwood for a better road plan". 

Organisers were aware realised that it would take more than one protest meeting to stop the motorway. 
Another meeting was organised for nine days later. At this meeting "more than 120 people attended to 
protest about the resumption of two-thirds of the park for a roadway". The meeting was organised by the 
Northern Parks and Playground Movement (NPPM). Mr J Sheilds said, "they had to fight the apathy of 
some aldermen who allowed the filching of open space for roadway. It was sad that some elected 
representatives had failed to do their duty. "He stated that the A.A. Company gave the 2½ acres of land 
to the Newcastle people in 1888 on condition it was used for recreation. 

The protests continued in one form or another. A petition was circulated and letters sent to the editor of 
the Herald. By mid July the Lord Mayor, Ald. McDougall, was distancing himself from the planned 
roadway. It was reported that at the next council meeting he would "protest about the plan for building 
the highway through the park. Parkland in this vicinity is at a premium and I feel that the largest possible 
area of Birdwood Park should be preserved and intensively beautified". 

Following the council meeting the Herald reported that the fate of Birdwood Park remained undecided. 
After a debate of more than an hour and a half, council decided that the matter should be referred to the 
works committee for further consideration. 

The city engineer Mr Baddeley came in for criticism from some aldermen. In his defence, he pointed out 
"that when the arterial road plan for the area was drawn up in 1945, the council had not objected to it. 
The plan was submitted to the council in 1968 and was adopted unanimously at the time". The works 
committee were asked to re-examine the issue and two weeks later they reported back to council. They 
were unanimous in recommending that the highway go ahead as no satisfactory alternatives could be 
found to accommodate the expected increase in traffic over the next few decades. The following day the 
full council approved the recommendation of the works committee and there the matter rested for over a 
year. 
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It is important to note that in mid 1971 the issue of Blackbutt Reserve had also resurfaced. A meeting 
was called by the Northern Parks and Playground Movement in response to NMH reports that Newcastle 
Council was considering building an express way through part of the reserve. This meeting attracted 800 
people whereas the meeting held the previous month, also called by the NPPM, had only attracted 120 
people. 

 
Birdwood Park 1972 prior to the roadworks. 

While the conservationists focused on the future of Blackbutt Reserve, it appears that the threat to 
Birdwood Park was put aside until December 1972 when a small article in the Herald said "Newcastle 
City Council plans to build a road through Birdwood Park early next year". The plan also involved the 
widening of Stewart Avenue, which meant the removal of a row of trees. This announcement galvanised 
people. In January 1973 about 65 local residents met and formed the Stewart Avenue Preservation 
Society (SAPS), with Norm Barnwell as secretary. Speaking to a reporter, he said they objected to "the 
removal of trees which acted as a wind and noise break, helped reduce pollution, and beautified the 
environment". The meeting also decided to seek a deputation to see local aldermen and relevant members 
of State and Federal Parliaments. 

Three days later passers-by found that "nearly 90 trees in Stewart Avenue and Birdwood park were 
bedecked with signs reading 'Save this tree' and 'Don't axe me'. The signs were erected by members of 
SAPS". 

The Lord Mayor, Ald McDougal told a deputation that "[P]lans for roadworks would involve no great 
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transformation of Stewart Avenue". The next day Norm Barnwell told the Herald: that "[i]t was difficult 
to understand why the Lord Mayor and the Divisional Engineer for the Department of Main Roads 
(DMR) had both denied a plan had been discussed at the December 12 meeting of the Works Committee 
of council because it had been mentioned in the precis given to aldermen". 

Traditionally most Novocastrians had, even if they were unaware of it, been members of the 'Mushroom 
Club'. There was a perception that bureaucrats and local politicians had 'fed them on bullshit and kept 
them in the dark for decades'. As long as only a small minority objected, the system continued to 
function in the interests of those with power and influence. This time, however, there was a substantial 
number of articulate people who were prepared to challenge the wishes of the powers that be. Ald 
McDougall assured the Herald readers that "nothing had been officially approved and various plans for 
Stewart Avenue had been talked about for years". Two days later the City Engineer told a deputation 
"there was no suggestion of removing trees from Stewart Avenue at this stage" and that the Works 
Committee was simply "considering the undertrimming of trees for road safety". 

SAPS responded by engaging "a consulting engineer, Mr Heyworth, to design a plan that would leave 
Birdwood Park as it is. It would mean rerouting some traffic but would leave intact plans for the high 
level industrial route at Stewart Avenue". 

A week later this alternative plan, contained in a ten-page report, was ready to present to the Works 
Committee of council. "All the aldermen say they are not in favour of chopping down trees in Stewart 
Avenue", said Mr Barnwell, "and so we hope people will discuss our plan". 

By early February, however, there had been no reprieve for the park and SAPS announced that they 
planned to chain people to trees if the highway went ahead. "All we want is for our plan to be given some 
consideration and a trial period of about three months" , a spokesman said. The Lord Mayor said that he 
did not know when work on the project would begin. He had put forward an alternate plan but it was not 
accepted. The problem with SAPS' plan is that it takes the traffic into quiet residential streets, crosses 
existing lanes of heavy traffic and diverts traffic into Hunter Street which is reaching saturation point". 

On 5 February about 20 cars were parked next to trees in the park by SAPS members who expected work 
on the highway to start soon. The protest was supported by the NPPM and the Newcastle Resident 
Action Committee. 

On February 14 it was reported that the Works Committee of Council had deferred their plan so that 
consideration could be given to an alternative plan. A week later SAPS announced they had begun a 
"campaign to keep the birds in Birdwood Park". Three days later a public meeting was held in the park 
which attracted about 250 people. They were asked to volunteer to chain themselves to trees if the 
bulldozers moved into the park. Norm Barnwell also called on the crowd "to attend the council meeting 
tomorrow night and do all they could to embarrass the Works Committee. Mr St John, a former member 
of Parliament, came from Sydney to address the meeting. He said it was not the council which was at 
fault but the DMR who, he said, "think they can do what they like in Newcastle". By now the issue had 
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become front page news and many people who had never protested publicly about anything found 
themselves painting banners, taking round petitions, writing letters to the editor, attending meetings, and 
generally getting involved. 

When the council met it had one of the biggest, and quietest, galleries in attendance to hear the Works 
Committee reject the traffic plan to save Birdwood Park. About 120 people crowded into the council 
chambers. A petition with "a great many signatures" was tabled, but it was all to no avail. Ald Palmer 
failed to get a seconder when he moved the matter be deferred. The City Engineer said he had conferred 
with Inspector Wightley of the Traffic Branch, "who was unhappy about the long list of one-way streets" 
in the alternative plan. Ald Edwards said the protesters were engaged in "a belligerent attempt to 
embarrass people who are doing their best for the city" and added that the park had only been "used by 
five people or circuses". 

The next day council officers finalised their plans in secret but Norm Barnwell received an anonymous 
phone call telling him the work would begin the next morning. At 6am, about 20 protesters were already 
in the park when three council trucks and a car arrived. A bulldozer arrived soon afterwards on a low 
loader escorted by police. Protesters "asked the workmen to reconsider what they were about to do. More 
than a dozen police arrived "and removed cars that had been parked next to the trees". 

Workmen, with chainsaws, began felling the trees while protesters leant against the trees. Others jumped 
on the bulldozer. Police asked them to move and those who refused were removed by force. Norm 
Barnwell was arrested and charged with obstruction. He was taken to the Hunter Street lock-up, finger 
printed and a few hours later released on $500 bail. This money was put up by Nick Raftos. (At the time 
Norm Barnwell was a teacher and could have lost his job if found guilty. But the authorities did not want 
to make a martyr of him and he was later found 'not guilty' on a technicality.) 

Julia Hayes and two other women had taken small tree branches to the Lord Mayor's office and City Hall 
and left them there. Three months later Julia Hayes "pleaded not guilty in Newcastle Court to a summons 
that she entered the private chambers of the Lord Mayor without reasonable cause on March 1. Julia said 
she "…went to see the Mayor because she was much concerned over the public's safety in the park at the 
time. She believed the Mayor would be in his office and hoped he would intervene in the situation. She 
took the branches as evidence of what was happening at Birdwood". 

The magistrate found NCC "failed to prove that Mrs Hayes entered the Lord Mayor's private chambers 
without reasonable cause" and dismissed the case. He found that she had expected to see the Lord Mayor 
in his office the morning she entered it". 
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Work begins on the new roadway February 3 1973. 

"Ald Cummings arrived in the park about 7.30am and was in tears when interviewed. She said she was 
deeply ashamed at being an alderman of the council". When the Lord Mayor arrived on the scene soon 
after 8am he said he had known nothing of the plan to remove 17 trees. By 9am it was all over, 'bar the 
shouting', as workmen began sawing up the fallen trees and began removing them. 

One of the protesters, Doug Lithgow, "said it was appalling that work should have gone ahead before the 
decisions of last Sunday's public meeting had been considered by the council. This was a wilful act of 
premeditated vandalism". Even the Newcastle branch of the Liberal party got involved with the secretary 
calling on "those responsible for the destruction of Birdwood Park to resign". 

The editor of the Herald observed that, "Newcastle has rarely felt the official boot-heel across the cheek 
of its good conscience as it did in Birdwood Park yesterday. The council's mechanised invasion of the 
park was high-handed, provocative and disgraceful". There were lessons to be drawn form this fiasco, 
suggested the editor. 

The following day it was revealed that the Minister for Environmental Control, Mr Beale, had asked 
Newcastle Council "to explain why an environmental impact report was not made before tree-clearing 
started in Birdwood Park, in terms of a regulation that came into force in 1972". Another public meeting 
was also called, "to discuss Birdwood Park and Blackbutt Reserve". 

Now that the demise of Birdwood Park was a 'fait accompli' the council "confirmed the action of the City 
Engineer in starting work on a roadway and removing trees in Birdwood Park. A gallery of about 230 
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people heard the council formally reject an alternative plan submitted by SAPS". 

The debate was gagged after only seven of the 20 aldermen present had spoken on the motion, which was 
carried by 16 votes to four. "Ald Rich, moving the question be put, said it was almost impossible to have 
a reasonable debate because of the stupidity and hysteria of a section of the gallery". Ald Cummings 
moved that work cease immediately on the new road but failed to get a seconder. There were then 
"shouts from the gallery of 'shame', 'resign', and 'cowards'. After the meeting a laurel wreath was left 
lying on the floor of the council chambers". 

Ald Purdue said later "the extension of King Street through the park was essential if there were to be a 
free traffic flow and a reduction in accidents. The road was included in the Northumberland County Plan 
15 years ago and exhibited for six months". 

In hindsight it now appears that Ald Purdue was, to an extent, correct. The real alternative to bigger and 
better roads was for people to stop buying cars and go back to using bicycles and public transport. The 
protesters, however, have also been proved, in some respects, to be correct. Peter Morris, Federal 
member for Shortland, said in his maiden speech to Parliament, "Local government and other authorities 
had for too long accepted the principle of pinching pieces of public park as the most economic course for 
so-called progress. The public is not prepared to sit back and take whatever is dished out to them in the 
name of progress". Referring to Birdwood Park and Blackbutt Reserve he added: "So strong was the 
opposition 'in staid old Newcastle' that people were coming together spontaneously to protect natural 
beauty". 

While there was a groundswell of people, much organising went on behind the scenes. It didn't happen 
spontaneously. As well as SAPS, Newcastle Trades Hall Council (NTHC) lent its support and the 
Newcastle Resident Action Group also played a key role. Its secretary, Julia Hayes, was, according to 
Norm Barnwell, a brilliant organiser and very efficient. In fact, nearly all of the most active people were 
women. While many husbands were supportive, they didn't want to do anything too radical and 
jeopardise their careers. Their wives were the ones who stood next to trees when the chainsaws started 
up, while others jumped on the bulldozer and tried to drag the driver off it. Wendy Saalfield, Erma 
Cleaver, Anne Von Bertouch, Doug Lithgow and Jack Shields were some of the names recalled by Norm 
Barnwell. He added that there were many others who also played a significant role. 

The Birdwood Park fiasco was the beginning of the end for the old 'pro-development at any cost' council. 
Many lost their seats at the next council election in 1974, leading to a shake-up in the ALP. Most ALP 
councillors, such as "…Ross Edwards and Albert Henderson were hopeless. Trying to get sense out of 
them was a waste of time", according to Norm Barnwell. The new council brought Joy Cummings to 
power as Mayor in 1974 and, with her, a more enlightened view of conservation issues. Plans to convert 
King Street to four lanes through to Darby Street, meant cutting a substantial slice off Civic Park. These 
plans were hastily abandoned as the DMR and Newcastle Council became much more cautious in their 
plans for road widening. 
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Sixteen Years later the issue of the development of Green Point arose. The Newcastle Herald editor, 
drawing on memories from 1973, noted that "the death of Birdwood Park opposed by a small band of 
protesters who tried to stop the bulldozers, helped awaken the consciousness of Novocastrians to the 
need to preserve the areas of green around the city. 

Birdwood Park 2001. 
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TREES IN NEWCASTLE 

In 1935 many people's attitude to our flora and fauna was: 'if it moves, shoot it; if it stands still, cut it 
down'. However, not all Australians, or indeed Novocastrians, felt this way because in that year a Tree 
Planting and Preservation League was established in Newcastle. 

Little is known about its activities in the first few years of its existence except that, in 1936, it objected to 
a decision of Newcastle Council to remove "an avenue of Morton Bay fig trees adjacent to the Bowling 
Club in Centennial Park" . The league also "recorded its concern at the growing tendency to appropriate 
areas of parks for the exclusive use of a limited number of people". The proposed alienation of parkland 
for other uses was to be a contentious issue that arose many times in Newcastle over the next four 
decades. 

By 1940 the group had expanded and claimed to have a membership of 93. In its fifth annual report it said 
that the league "pursued its policy of inviting purchasers of building allotments to preserve some of the 
trees on the land. Owners of new homes on the outskirts of the city have preserved full-grown trees, thus 
enhancing the setting" . The league also protested "against the drastic cutting down of trees near power 
lines. It was pointed out that judicious trimming would serve the purpose". During 1939 "an excursion to 
the Wattagan State Forest was attended by 70 members and friends" . 

The league found an ally in Mr R.H. Patterson who had been appointed by Newcastle Council as its Parks 
Superintendent. In 1941 he gave a lecture in which he said " [t]o build a city without parks and trees was 
like building a home without a living room. Trees were needed to relieve conditions that might become 
dull and monotonous" . Newcastle Council had planted about 6000 trees in the previous three years and 
planned "an extensive scheme of tree planting in the next three years." The league was successful in 
raising the awareness of council and sections of the general public about the need for parkland and trees. 
It appears to have ceased to function by 1945, however, many of its objectives were later carried on by the 
Northern Parks and Playground Movement when it was formed in Newcastle in 1951. 

During the 1940s some people in Lake Macquarie Shire were also concerned about the lack of trees in 
their area. One example was that of the Belmont Urban Area Committee who, in 1944, decided to 
purchase 200 trees for street planting. 

In the 1960s, the sparsity of trees in Newcastle led to the formation of another organisation with similar 
aims to the league. They decided to call themselves the Treetowners. Their first meeting was held on 
April 29 1968. At a time when men dominated public life, it is of interest that the majority of the 14 
people who attended were women. The group decided to hold a public meeting and began organising 
speakers, a venue, publicity and an emblem. They arranged for the President, Professor Ken Robinson, to 
have a major article appear in the Newcastle Morning Herald (NMH) on the day prior to the meeting. 

The urban landscapes of Australia contain so much that is crude, barren and soulless that we might be 
forgiven for thinking that this country is still in the pioneering stage of development. Most Australians 
appear to have little interest in the creation of a congenial environment in which to live and work. 
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Newcastle illustrates this well. The townscape emerges as a symbol of man's technological achievements - 
of his conquest over Nature. But this conquest is surely a Pyrrhic victory if so much of value is lost in its 
achievements. One particular item of concern is that vast segments of the city have been allowed to 
evolve as treeless landscapes. A question that this evokes is: Does this matter - why bother with trees? 

Apparently a lot of Novocastrians thought it did matter because the next day the Herald reported that 
about 300 people had attended a meeting the night before. It was called by the Lord Mayor, Ald 
McDougall, to support the newly formed organisation called Treetowners. The group were "interested in 
the planting and care of trees in Newcastle". Suggested areas were opposite the intersection of Hunter and 
Darby Streets, and the Stockton foreshore. 

The editor of the NMH added his support, saying: "The Treetowner movement is refreshing in its 
vigorous, optimistic approach to the remedying of Newcastle's treelessness". He also suggested that 
council needed to allocate more funds for its parks. 

Nine months later the Council's Works Committee had approved ten tree-planting programs developed by 
the Treetowners. The secretary, Mrs Gail Davies, said that trees would be planted in Merewether, Cooks 
Hill, Newcastle and in the grounds of the Mater Hospital. Most of these plans did eventuate and, more 
importantly, attitudes did change. In the suburbs which were developed in the 1970s and later, care was 
taken to leave many of the original trees. Rankin Park is one such case. Another is the University of 
Newcastle which began moving to its present site in 1965. Despite large-scale construction, most of the 
natural bushland and wetlands remain. 

During the 1960s there was an expansion in the number of educated and more affluent people living in 
Newcastle. Many of these people were concerned with what generally came to be known as "quality of 
life" issues. At this time the Hunter branch of the National Trust attracted more members. Reflecting the 
concerns of the members, the Regional Committee formed a Landscape and Conservation committee 
which went on to publish the "Hunter 2000" report in mid 1972. Members of Treetowners, the Flora and 
Fauna Protection Society and the Northern Parks and Playgrounds Association were represented on this 
committee. Some of the energy of the Treetowners members, by 1969, was going into this organisation. 
Many were also caught up in the attempt to save Birdwood Park. Nevertheless, Treetowners continued to 
lobby council and private businesses to plant trees during 1970 and 1971 but appears to have ceased to 
function soon after. It would be almost 20 years before a similar group was formed in Newcastle. 

In the meantime, local councils continued to plant trees, as did some school children. In 1972 members of 
the Booragul High School PYE club helped to turn an old rubbish dump at Booragul into a park area. 
Scouts and Guides also became more environmentally conscious during the 1970's. For example, in 1972 
"…the 24 Brownies of the 1st Valentine Pack worked on conservation projects." They tidied up a local 
park and planted trees and shrubs under the supervision of Mrs A. Black of the Newcastle Flora and 
Fauna Protection Society. 

Trees In Newcastle (TIN) began as the result of an idea by Claire Miller in 1989. She then lived in 
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Adamstown, which had few trees. It occurred to her that if she could get a group of like-minded people 
together to plant trees, then the place would look more beautiful. 

She called a public meeting in late 1989, from which a committee was formed, including herself, Ross 
Brown, Simon Smith and others. "Ross said that at the time he was on the dole and wanted to do 
something for the local environment. When I looked around the inner city I noticed that there weren't 
many trees but there was a lot of concrete. So I decided to get involved in a tree-planting group". 

They decided that their first project would be to plant trees near Adamstown Railway Station. Ross 
Brown produced a leaflet announcing that the first 

Annual General Meeting would be held on 9 April 1990. This attracted many people and they decided to 
have their first tree planting on 22 April. People intending to come were asked to bring one or more of the 
following: "shovels, picks, heavy shoes, kids, balls, picnic lunch and mulch". 

Prior to this the committee had grown seedlings of native trees, and applied for a small financial grant. 
Their immediate aim was "to plant trees in public spaces to make Newcastle more beautiful and to try, in 
some small way, to reverse the Greenhouse Effect". Their "...long-term aim was the formation of a 
Newcastle tree centre to provide information, planting equipment and a storage space for seedlings, 
compost and mulch". 

One of the reasons for the continuing success of TIN was the fact that the committee incorporated social 
activities along with the hard work of digging holes and planting trees. At their meeting in July 1990 
Claire Miller and Alex Starropoulos reported that a bushwalk organised by TIN had been "enjoyed by the 
15 people who attended". Anne Rooke expressed interest in hosting a social event and fundraiser at her 
place, which later proved to be a success. Producing the TIN t-shirt and a dance organised by Ross Brown 
were other measures which generated funds. 
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Trees in Newcastle Newsletter February 1990. 

By September 1990 TIN News said it had 41 members and was "growing as rapidly as some of the 
wattles that we planted at Adamstown". The newsletter thanked John McNaughton, the then Lord Mayor 
of Newcastle who had arranged for Council to pay for the cost of TIN becoming incorporated and for 
Public Liability Insurance. 

In the October newsletter there was more good news. The application to Greening Australia for funds 
resulted in a grant for $650 for the Adamstown project and a box trailer was purchased for $250. There 
was, however, a sad footnote which reported that four trees were stolen on the same afternoon on which 
they were planted. 

By this time the group had developed a routine which involved a tree-planting day once a month. In 1990 
plantings also occurred at Broadmeadow and Waratah. Of course, in dry periods the trees had to be 
watered on a regular basis. 
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Another dance was held in March 1991 and over $600 was raised. Reviewing their activities on TIN's first 
birthday, the group were "happy with its first year of work and will hold a party for its 50 workers". They 
were, however, upset that vandalism had partly ruined two of their projects. 

In 1991 TIN began door knocking in various suburbs, offering tubed trees for sale. This proved successful 
with many people buying, and planting trees in their backyard. 

The next big project for tree planting was for Braye Park which, in 1990, was almost completely denuded 
of trees. After much organisation, in October 1991 TIN announced that students and teachers from 
Waratah Primary School would help TIN plant 300 trees in the park. By March 1992, it was reported that 
750 young trees had been planted on the 10ha site, but it was planned to plant more. The secretary of TIN, 
Simon Smith, asked the Department of Corrective Services if people doing community service orders 
could help plant trees. They agreed and so many more people became involved in "the biggest project 
we've taken on…". 

A major change took place in 1993 when TIN decided to apply for a major grant under the Federal 
Government's Landcare and Environment Action Program (LEAP). This decision led to some conflict in 
TIN and a few members left the group. They were successful and this grant enabled TIN to employ a 
person to supervise and train 30 LEAP trainees. Over the next three years, these people planted and 
watered thousands of trees in the Newcastle Region. A nursery was also established for propagating trees 
and shrubs in a greenhouse at Broadmeadow School (Hunter School of Performing Arts). 

TIN's first tree planting, Park Avenue Adamstown April 1990. 
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This boost to their resources enabled TIN to expand the scope of its activities. This included work on the 
degraded foreshore of the Hunter River at Hexham which included landscaping with new garden beds as 
well as planting trees and shrubs. The banks of the river were reinforced and mangroves transplanted from 
other sections of the river to regenerate degraded sections. 

During 1993 LEAP in Newcastle consisted of four projects. This included TIN, Throsby Land Care, the 
Integral Urban House (later known as the EcoHome) and Carrington Parks. This project involved the 
rehabilitation of industrial wasteland and degraded riverbanks. By August 1995 LEAP had "more than 
300 young people from the Lower Hunter working on job training programs where they received practical 
experience in landcare, environment, cultural heritage and conservation activities. In 1993 TIN set up an 
office in the Tighes Hill community centre, sharing space with Throsby Land Care. 

In 1998 TIN moved its office and nursery to a site adjacent to the Community Arts Centre in Parry Street. 
Boyd Carney, the current co-ordinator of TIN, says that the demand for seedlings from their nursery is so 
great that they are barely able to keep up with it. They are in the process of establishing a new and larger 
nursery on land at the University of Newcastle. It will open in 2002. 

Recent projects include bush regeneration at Caves Beach, Glenrock Nature Reserve and Tomaree 
National Park. In some areas the largest part of the job involves removing noxious weeds, such as lantana, 
before tree planting can begin. 

Another innovative project is "the Biodiversity in Schools Project which was set up in response to the 
high demand from schools for assistance in establishing bush gardens, nature trails, frog ponds and habitat 
areas". One example is St Pius X at Kotara which had a badly eroded area. TIN worked with teachers and 
pupils to transform the area into a native bush garden for study and habitat. Environmental Restoration 
was offered as a sports option and some pupils responded enthusiastically. The area was weeded, mulched 
and planted with a range of trees, shrubs and grasses. Ponds, with reeds, were also established as habitat 
for frogs, lizards, birds and insects. 

TIN has received numerous awards over the last decade from a range of organisations, including the Keep 
Australia Beautiful Council, Newcastle City Council and Landcare Australia. 

Looking back over the last decade, Ross Brown said that he thought TIN had been very successful. "We 
started out as a community group with no money. Over the years TIN attracted government funding but 
now most of its funds are generated through the sale of seedlings and plants". 
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Prior to the 1970s, wetlands were generally known as swamps. They were usually regarded as wasteland, 
however, they could be made useful after drainage or filling with topsoil. In the 1970's, a growing 
realisation of the interconnectedness of eco-systems slowly led to a change in attitude towards these 
wetlands. Gradually people came to see that they are valuable resources. 

 

In the Hunter, one of the early groups to give a lead on the issue was the Newcastle Flora and Fauna 
Society who successfully lobbied to have part of Kooragang Island set aside as a refuge for wildlife and 
native plants. It also sought to protect the Hexham swamp including the area now known as the Shortland 
Wetlands. In 1980 the Hunter Wetlands Group was formed as a working group within the Flora and 
Fauna Society. Brian Gilligan was the convenor of the group and its main objective was to Co-ordinate 
efforts to conserve wetlands in the Lower Hunter. 

One of their early activities involved taking the Lord Mayor, Joy Cummings, on a guided tour of 
Hexham Swamp, which included a ride in a canoe. Brian Gilligan said the group wished to show Ald. 
Cummings the potential of the wetlands for passive recreation and as wildlife habitat. He added that the 
area "had been considerably degraded as a result of flood mitigation, industrial development and grazing. 
There was a great need for planning protection to prevent further degradation….It's time we did 
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something to protect this unique environment, Mr Gilligan said". 

Brian Gilligan, Convenor of the Hunter Wetlands group, takes Alderman Cummings for a canoe ride at 
the Wetlands 1980 

In 1982, Max Maddock, Wilma Barden and others from the Wetlands Group became involved in 
observing and documenting the egret-breeding colony on land at the Shortland Wetlands, which was then 
owned by the Marist Brothers. Playing fields for their school were right next to the wetlands. 

While membership of the Wetlands Group continued to expand, the catalyst for concerted action came in 
June 1983 when Newcastle City Council announced that it was to re-open the garbage dump at the 
Shortland Wetlands site. Soon after the Department of Main Roads released a plan showing that highway 
23 was to pass through the wetlands. If the wetlands were to be saved, action had to be taken quickly. 
Within days Max Maddock, Brian Gilligan and Kevin McDonald began a campaign to save the wetlands 
and put forward a proposal for a wetlands centre on the site. One of the early converts to the cause was 
Ald. John Tate, who had been elected to the council in 1980. He soon became an important ally in 
convincing people that the wetlands should be preserved. In a lengthy article in the Newcastle Herald, he 
stated that while using the wetlands as a garbage dump was the cheapest way to get rid of Newcastle's 
garbage, other factors had to be considered. He went on to say; "…unfortunately what is not commonly 
appreciated by the community is that much of the landfill garbage disposal has taken place in recent 
years has been at the expense of a priceless natural resource…". He noted that "…the area abounds with 
many rare and interesting forms of bird life…and has the potential to be an international and national 
tourist attraction. It is well known among various ornithological groups and associated organisations…" 

Ald. Tate called a public meeting on August 15, which was attended by about 40 people. One of the 
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speakers, Dr Max Maddock, told the audience that "…the area contained a wide variety of bird-life 
which visited, or bred, in it". One of the species was the endangered freckled duck. A week later the 
Newcastle Herald added its support to the campaign. It began an editorial on this issue by saying, " It is a 
sad fact that Government and public authorities have often been responsible for some of the countries 
worst environmental vandalism. While industry has increasingly been restrained from polluting…public 
bodies have too often slipped through the legislative net… Newcastle City Council was in danger of 
falling into this category if it implements the decision to re-open the former Lorna St dump. [If it does] 
an irreplaceable natural asset will be threatened." The editorial concluded by saying " There seems to be 
many good reasons for developing it sensitively as a permanent waterfront refuge and tourist attraction". 

There was now sufficient pressure on the council to force them to look for an alternative site for the 
garbage dump. At a well-attended public meeting on September 12, the Hunter Wetlands Group was 
asked to prepare a submission for Newcastle City Council on how the site should be managed, 
"…including controlled public access and facilitate for research and educational activities." 

This plan was presented to council in November 1983. The plan called for an immediate declaration of 
the site as a wildlife sanctuary and the purchase of private land on the western side of Sandgate Road. 
This included the defunct Hamilton Rugby Club building and adjacent playing fields. The building 
would provide office, meeting and educational facilities. The estimated cost was between $500,000 and 
$1,000,000. 

Council had still not made a decision on the future of the site and so it was essential that the Wetlands 
Group rally public support. Many letters to the newspapers were written, hundreds of phone calls were 
made, politicians were lobbied and articles were written in local papers. Key members of the group also 
made themselves available for interview on radio and television. The Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation (ABC) station 2NC was particularly generous in its coverage of the issues. Max Maddock 
wrote an article titled " The case for a Wetlands Sanctuary" which appeared in the Newcastle Herald in 
March 1984. In it he argued that " Newcastle has a golden opportunity to set an example to the world on 
how to face up to the pressures of urban development." By this time, Maddock had visited wetland 
centres overseas and was able to supply facts and figures concerning the numbers of tourists visiting 
these wetlands and the amount of money generated by the tourists. This was a significant factor in 
gaining the support of the business for the project. 

Three days later the Herald used a press release issued by Brian Gilligan in which he urged council to 
droop it's plan for disposing of garbage in the wetlands. Two weeks later an article in the Herald made it 
clear that much of the opposition to council changing it's mind about future uses of the site was coming 
from the Engineering Department of council, who still wanted it used as a dump. The department was 
criticised by Brian Gilligan who pointed out that the engineers shouldn't pretend to have expertise in the 
area of ecology. The next day a council spokesperson said that it was unlikely that the wetlands site 
would be used as a dump. 

In April 1984 Newcastle City Council, at last, formally agreed to turn the site into a reserve. In July the 
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wetlands group was reformed, as the Hunter Wetlands Trust with an executive consisting of Brian 
Gilligan, Kevin McDonald, Glen Albrecht, John Tate and Max Maddock. By September, a coloured 
brochure was available, outlining the aims of the organisation and a membership drive commenced. By 
February 1985 when the first annual general meeting of the wetlands trust was held, membership was 
over 600 people. The main task of the trust was to persuade Newcastle council, the corporate sector and 
the state government to come up with the money to purchase the Marist land. The Bicentennial Authority 
made a grant of $300,000 with a further $55,000 coming from B.H.P to buy the land. Later B.H.P made 
another donation and carried out, free of charge, major earth works for the construction of feeding ponds 
in front of the visitor's centre. 

Staffing of the Wetlands centre was assured in August 1985 when the Regional Director of education 
announced that Brian Gilligan and his clerical assistant would be transformed from the Awabakal field 
studio centre to the Shortland Wetlands centre. 

During the period 1985 to 1987 a further $100,000 was received from the Bicentennial Authority for 
conversion and improvements to be made to the visitors centre. Many volunteers gave up countless hours 
removing lantana and other weeds. A program of planting native trees was also begun by the Society for 
Growing Plants (now called the Australian Plant Society). 

The Wetlands project was officially launched by the Premier, Mr Wran, on December 11th 1985. By the 
end of the year sufficient progress had been made to allow for two "open days". These were planned for 
January 1986 and it was announced that volunteers would show people over the centre and conduct short 
field trips to inspect the egret breeding colony and other areas of the wetlands. "Visitors were advised to 
wear old clothes, a broad brimmed hat and gum boots". It was also announced that school groups would 
begin visiting the centre in February 1986. 

In 1986 Brambles made a generous contribution by excavating one of the main ponds free of charge, 
while service groups such as Rotary and Lions have provided volunteers for a variety of projects. 
Newcastle Council continues to give an annual grant to the Wetlands Centre, however, most of the 
running costs have to be raised by the centre itself. These funds come from admission charges, donations, 
consulting services, research grants, membership fees and fund raising functions such as Breakfast with 
the Birds, Twilight walks, concerts at the wetlands and canoe rides. 

The Wetland centre has provided many opportunities for scientists based at the University of Newcastle, 
as well as ones from much further afield, to carry out research projects. 

●     Project Egret Watch which under the direction of Max Maddock, has documented for the first 
time the habits of these birds in Australia 

●     The captive breeding program of magpie geese. Over the last century these birds had been wiped 
out in the hunter region but were still plentiful in some other parts of Australia. After a successful 
breeding program, magpie geese have been released in the Hunter 

●     Captive breeding of the endangered Freckled Duck. This program has been fraught by various 
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problems, such as eels eating the ducklings. The persistence of people like Wilma Barden, 
however, has led to some successes and to an increase in the numbers of this species. 

This success was highlighted in August 2001 when three Freckled Ducks dropped into Shortland's 
Wetlands Centre and stayed for a few days. In December 2001, it was announced that about 800ha of 
Hexham Swamp will be returned to its natural state after 30 years, as part of one of Australia's largest 
restoration projects. The project is expected to start at the end of next year when the Hunter Catchment 
Management Trust will slowly reopen the floodgates that have been closed for 30 years. 

About 900ha is already protected as Hexham Swamp Nature Reserve and is regarded as a wetland of 
national importance. It is hoped that vegetation will replenish with the reflooding, and that other plants 
and some of the 120 bird species that once thrived there will return. The Federal and State Governments 
have committed $2.7 million to the project over three years. 

Predictions made in the early 1980s that a Wetlands Centre would attract many tourists have proved to be 
correct. Since 1984 it has attracted visitors from all over Australia and 30 overseas countries. The centre 
has also proven to be a valuable resource for schools with excursions to the centre being part of the 
curriculum of local schools. Today a small paid staff and a large group of volunteers carry out the day to 
day operations. In 2000 the C.E.O of the Wetlands Centre, Chris Morris, wrote that over its 15-year 
history it "has met the terms of its charter in realising objectives in the areas of wetland research, 
conservation, education, passive recreation, and sustainable management of wetlands. The Wetlands 
Centre has played a significant role in the improvement of wetland conservation and the development of 
sound management policies in Australia. Most remarkable in these achievements is that the Wetlands 
Centre continues to function as a public, community owned company". 
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Birdwood Park December 2001. Photo courtesy of Angela Scales. 
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NORTHERN PARKS AND PLAYGROUNDS MOVEMENT 
Tuesday, 11 December 2001 

Foreword 

Parks and Playgrounds Movement is probably one of the longest serving conservation organisations in 
NSW. 

The Playgrounds Movement of NSW began operating in Sydney about 1930 and continued on until the 
early 1960s. Its first secretary was C E W Bean, the historian, lawyer and journalist. 

The late Tom Farrell brought the Movement to Newcastle in 1951 to help in his long battle to establish a 
major bushland park in Newcastle at Blackbutt. Tom had been a member of the Parks and Playgrounds 
Movement of NSW. 

The Movement began formally in the Hunter as the Northern Parks and Playgrounds Movement to 
distinguish it from the NSW body. In those early tentative years it was difficult to get people to serve as 
officers. It seems still to be a problem however the Movement has always been fortunate to have people 
of the calibre of Joe Richley, Tom Farrell, Rod Earp, Don Barnett, Arthur Monro, Mavis and Wilf Dews, 
Peter Podmore, Dick Woodgate, Jack Shield and Don Morris and others who were long serving and 
active committee members and leaders. All these people have made their mark in conservation and park 
matters. 

The Movement took the lead on working for the Blackbutt and Barrington Tops Parks and as advocate 
for the open space provisions contained in the newly exhibited Northumberland County Plan (1952). 

The Movement was active in establishing the National Parks Association of NSW, the Newcastle Flora 
and Fauna Protection Society and the United Residents for the Environment of Lake Macquarie and in 
providing support for many local Progress Associations and Resident Groups. 

The Movement is proud of its record of activity for conservation, and support for Town Planning and 
Landscape Design, and the environment. 

Doug Lithgow President 2001 

Parks and Playgrounds Movement Inc. 

A community organisation established in 1952 

In 1936 Muriel Swain and five other delegates from the Parks and Playgrounds Movement of NSW 
"visited Newcastle to stimulate interest in the movement and make known its work" ." Miss Swain gave a 
talk to men and women representing many organisations such as the City Beautification Advisory 
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Committee, Rotary, Hockey Association, Wattle Day League, Girl Guides Association, and the 
Y.W.C.A. among others. 

Ms Swain spoke on the objectives of the movement and many Novocastrians were interested in what she 
and other members of the movement had to say. The Tree Planting and Preservation League in 
Newcastle was also raising similar issues at this time. The local municipal councils amalgamated in 1938 
to form the Greater Newcastle City Council. Shortly after, council created the position of Parks 
Superintendent and allocated more funds for tree planting and park maintenance. 

There was not sufficient interest at this time for the establishment of a similar group in Newcastle though 
Tom Farrell, who lived in New Lambton, joined the Sydney group. He was its only member outside of 
Sydney and sometimes combined a business meeting in Sydney with a meeting of the Parks and 
Playgrounds Movement. By 1951 he decided the time was right to establish a similar group in Newcastle. 

At a meeting held at Newcastle City Hall on August 20 1951, the President of the Newcastle Rotary Club 
(Mr. Phillip Gastelaars), proposed a motion that a Northern District Parks and Playgrounds Movement 
(NPPM) be formed. The motion was adopted and a provisional committee was appointed to draw up a 
constitution. The movement's activities would extend over a wide area, for that reason the name 
Newcastle was not used in the Movement's title. The constitution was adopted at a meeting at Newcastle 
City Hall on the 26th of November 1951 confirming the formation of the Northern Parks and 
Playgrounds Movement. The acting secretary (Mr C. Hay) said that the constitution was similar to that of 
the Sydney parent. After examining the plans of the Northumberland City Council for reservation of 
recreation areas, the movement decided it would use the plans as a basis for its objectives. Mr Hay said 
'we will set our standards by this blueprint.' 'We will accept nothing less and we will oppose any attempt 
to whittle away these areas,' he added. 

Vicki Neech, author of an Oral History Project in 1990, stated that "[t]he long delay in the 
implementation of the Scheme meant many of its proposals were modified and some key proposals were 
eliminated. The open space proposals have only been partly implemented and the Northern Parks and 
Playgrounds Movement has worked hard for the implementation of these provisions…. Both the 
Northumberland and Cumberland County Councils were incorporated into the State Planning Authority 
in 1963." 

The objectives of the movement were specified in an article in the Newcastle Herald in 1953. The main 
objectives were the preservation and development of present recreation and playground spaces in 
Newcastle and the north, the development of additional reservations for parks and playgrounds, and the 
encouragement of beautification of streets, highways and public lands. Importantly, the movement was 
also interested in the care, development and establishment of national parks and reserves. 

The article also quoted from the movement's annual report. "[E]very effort is being made to let the 
authorities know there is a live and articulate body in the community which is prepared to fight against 
encroachment on the all too few parklands available to the public." The movement's membership was 
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made up mainly of males with a professional background, including architects, academics, teachers, and 
businessmen. High standing in the community and expertise gave the group the ear of local council. 
When in agreement on something and working as a team, the movement had the capacity to have a 
strong influence on decision makers. 

In 1953 the Northern Parks and Playgrounds Movement were focusing their energies on the issue of 
Blackbutt reserve, a place described as being of unspoiled natural beauty bounded by rapid developing 
residential areas. According to Mr C. Hay, NPPM Publicity Officer, movement officials had heard 
rumours of an attempt to establish a bowling club on the lookout area. The movement was strongly 
opposed to such a development. Mr Hay commented on the movement's own intentions for the area. "We 
will try to establish Blackbutt as a public reserve without fear of alienation. Long range plans are being 
discussed to develop sections for flora and fauna. We hope to achieve a sort of bushland zoo." Mr Hay 
also commented on the nature of the movement at this early stage. "Because the movement is really a 
representative group from different interests - sporting bodies, P. and C. Associations, Progress 
Associations and so on - it can speak on matters such as the preservation of the Lookout without being 
subjected to a charge of partisanship." 

Some of the other planned activities for the movement at this early time included - 

●     Support for the Barrington club in its effort to have Barrington Tops declared a national park 
●     To be involved in the decision to acquire parklands for the Newcastle City Markets as the 

movement was against the sites proposed by both the Council and the County Council 
●     The protection of the Lake Macquarie foreshores and seashores. 

The main debate for the movement in 1964 was over what was considered the proper use of Dixon Park. 
The main issue was whether the council should sell the Housing Commission three acres of publicly 
owned land near Dixon Park beach valued at £36,000. The town clerk (Mr. Burges) outlined the reasons 
behind the Newcastle City Council (NCC) offer to sell the land as a site for flats. "The sale would not 
encroach on Dixon Park. The land for sale was zoned for residential use. Not all vacant land was 
parkland." Mr Burges also added that; "[n]o one objected to the area being zoned residential at the time." 

A public meeting was organised by the NPPM and it was decided to organise a protest. The resolution 
was that "…we emphasise that it is essential that this area be retained to widen the approach to the beach 
front and for parking facilities for future public use." Local resident Mr E. Murphy expressed another 
such sentiment. "The land should be held for open space. Once the area was built on the cost of 
resumption would be prohibitive even when the need for more parks became obvious as the city grew." 

The Newcastle Chamber of Commerce was also involved in the debate but had not fully committed 
either way. Mr Young, President of the Chamber, agreed partly with council that profits from any such 
sale could be spent on providing facilities at the local beach. Mr Young also had in mind that the 
development would tidy the area and agreed that the land was too valuable to hold as a parking area. 
Council's (Mr Burges) response to this was: "If all the land were reserved for park it would be used by 'a 
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few seagulls' most of the time. Only on hot summer weekends would it possibly be used to capacity." 

On March 20 1965 the NPPM asked the council to resubmit their move to the City Planning Department 
for further technical advice and opinion. The movement had asked the Minister for Housing and 
Cooperative Societies (Mr Landa) to seek a variation in the zoning of beach land adjacent to Dixon Park. 
Mr Landa was only able to promise that a portion of council owned land was to be added to Dixon Park 
to ensure a large beachfront area. It was hoped that this was a solution to allowing for adequate provision 
of open space parking, beautification and beachfront facilities. 

Mr Richley, President of the NPPM, commented that tourism, one of the most important industries to 
Newcastle, would increase. Mr Richley stated that; "Since the population of Sydney in the past 90 years 
had increased from 150,000 to 2,250,000, sufficient public beach space should be left in Newcastle in 
anticipation of expansion." 

Despite such views the council voted 17 to two against the motion to seek an opinion from the State 
Planning Authority on the sale. The land was to be offered for sale for 26,000 pounds. The Lord Mayor 
(Ald. Purdue) said there were 16 acres of open space at Dixon Park and the council proposed to sell only 
three and a half of them. The Lord Mayor said; "The sale would give a site for 70 flats and 16 units for 
the aged. The city needed population in its inner areas to counter the drift of population to outlying 
suburbs caused by the spread of industry and commerce." 

The Deputy Lord Mayor (Ald. McDougall), one of only two supporting a review of the planned sale, 
objected that "[we] are selling the birthright of the people of the future for 26 pieces of paper - 26 £1,000 
notes." 

By 1967 the NPPM attitude to council was still critical. Mr Richley is recorded as stating the Lord Mayor 
(Ald. McDougall), Deputy Lord Mayor (Ald. Bell) and City Engineer (Mr. Baddeley) "… do not 
appreciate open land as it applies to a city." Mr Richley also said that "Merewether, Hamilton and 
Mayfield are as low as two and a half acres to a thousand population instead of the 10 acres there should 
be." This was the recommended ratio for open space per head of population as outlined in the 
Northumberland County Council Plan. 

Mr Richley's concerns with council were as follows; 

●     Council has failed to establish a planning department and ignored a parks and playgrounds 
responsibility 

●     The local Government Act allowing councils to accept money in place of park areas from 
subdivisions was unsatisfactory 

●     The Act should also contain a policy making it mandatory for councils to retain a public 
reservation right along all foreshores and major waterways. 

In 1967 subscriptions to NPPM rose 35 percent and the number of members rose by 47. The NPPM were 
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also encouraged by the enactment of that year of the NSW National Parks and Wildlife Act. 

Joe Richley was very vocal in relation to these issues, being highly informed on the nature of regional 
planning. Mr Richley saw local planning as integral to this process. In a seminar presented by Mr 
Richley titled; 'Public Park and recreational facilities of the future' he stated that ; " 'Regional Planning' 
attempts to provide for integration of controlled development proposals beyond the limits of the single 
urban settlement and its environs. Planning of the region should precede and provide a basic framework 
for local planning." Mr Richley goes on to state that "…[r]egional planning can do much to assist Local 
Government in achieving it's legal commitments in affectively providing for the future open space needs 
of the community, but the real answer to the problem lies with individual councils, in their determination 
to provide the towns and cities of the future with amenities and living conditions worthy of the nation 
and it's people." 

In their 15th annual report (1967), some of the major objectives expressed by the movement related 
directly to such thinking: 

●     They wanted the city council to have a Planning Department 
●     They wanted it to be mandatory that sub-divisions allocate 10% of area to Parks (No more 

subdivisions just paying money to council in lieu of parks) 

These kinds of objectives would lead the movement into communication with the Minister for Local 
Government and the Minister for Lands to enact legislation to protect public reserves and parklands. 

In 1968, Mr Doug Lithgow, secretary or NPPM, was of the opinion that "...[p]rogress in suburban parks 
has been good but city parks have been neglected." Activities and developments of the time included the 
following. 

●     The movement had sent a plan for city parks to the council to be considered. 
●     Due to delays in this consideration the movement asked the Minister for Local Government (Mr 

Morton) to urge the council to develop city parks. 
●     The movement was pleased at the council's decision to establish a planning department because it 

would mean parks and playgrounds would be more highly developed. 

Mr Lithgow himself was a strong advocate for regional planning of Crown Land reserves . Although 
some advancement had been made with the establishment of a planning department, environmental 
advocates like Doug Lithgow realised that much still needed to be done. 

A new and testing issue for the NPPM, especially in regards to town planning principles, was the 
proposed widening of King Street in 1968. The overall project would involve taking a large slice 
(perhaps 40 feet) off Birdwood Park and Civic Park. In a preliminary report titled 'Criticisms of the 
Present Plan and Suggestions for Alternative Measures', the NPPM objections, comments and 
suggestions were issued under four categories of Town Planning, Traffic Plan, Economics, and Amenity. 
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The report submitted by the NPPM was insightful and professional. It presented arguments which were 
informative, persuasive and challenging. The following are among the key points: 

●     The case for a six-lane dual carriageway highway in King St has not been substantiated 
●     Six-lane dual carriageway highways in inner city areas contravene accepted town planning 

principles 
●     An adequate improvement in traffic flow could be achieved by the adoption of traffic control 

measures 
●     The dual carriageway project involves unnecessary and wasteful expenditure which could be 

directed to more worthy highway projects in the Newcastle area 
●     In weighing up the relative advantages of roads and parks, there must be a point where any further 

substantial road widening at the expense of parks will do more harm than good to the community, 
and that this point has now been reached in the inner city areas 

The report raised the question of the substantial cost involved if it was later decided that other parks were 
needed in the inner city to compensate for the loss of park space. It also investigated improving traffic 
flow. Suggestions included making King St a clearway in combination with 'limited access' measures 
such as 'no right turn' signs and 'no parking / no stopping' zones. 

The report argued that there was no guarantee that the dual carriageway would be helpful to private 
business interest in the area. The NPPM warned that the road would bring in a lot more cars, which 
would lead to a need for more car parks and roads in the inner city, which in turn would lead to less 
space for commercial activities. This would then lead to fewer people coming into the city, thus land 
values and business profits would fall and finally the city centre would die. 

The report wished to correct the tendency to argue that because King Street Park was not officially 
recognised and designated as a park in the town plan it was not a necessary fixture. King Street Park was 
a small park on the southern side of King Street, between Union and Auckland streets. The report argued 
that "….the town plan has proved flexible when it is a question of making suspensions of green belt land 
for residential and commercial development. It is not unreasonable therefore to expect that the plan could 
be sufficiently flexible to designate as 'park' an area that already exists as a park and only lacks official 
designation." In 1968 the widening of King Street absorbed most of this park. 

The report also included some much more simple yet important objections, close to the heart of the 
NPPM Movement. "A park with gardens and trees enhances the appearance of the city" and "…[t]hey 
provide psychological and aesthetic satisfaction amidst the noise, hustle and stress of inner city areas". 
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King Street Park before road widening1968. 

King Street Park after road widening 1968. 

Another issue of concern for the movement was the future of Newcastle East and what the NPPM 
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considered the piecemeal development of the area. The movement proposed that a plan be drawn up by a 
reputable firm of town planning consultants for the whole of the inner city area. By 1969 debate about 
the use of the area was heightening, with proposals for change raising concerns among local residents. In 
May The Newcastle City Works committee had inspected a site for a proposed parking area on Nobbys 
breakwater. The council planned to build a parking area about two-thirds along the breakwater on the 
Nobbys Beach side on sandhills. Objection to this proposal came from the NPPM and many other 
organisations including the Communist Party of Australia, Newcastle Trades Hall Council and Newcastle 
Principals Associations. 

The Lord Mayor (Ald. McDougall) rejected claims that the parking area would disfigure the breakwater. 
"He said the councils intention was to beautify the area and provide a small area for motorists to turn 
vehicles and admire the view." 

Despite such disagreements, the council had supported a move by NPPM that Nobbys Island, the 
breakwater, Camp Shortland, Fort Scratchley and part of the Zara-Street power station site be dedicated 
as a historic site. The movement was asking the State Government to dedicate the area as part of 
Australia's bi-centenary celebrations of Cook's discovery of the East Coast of Australia in the coming 
year. 

On the 31st May 1969 Doug Lithgow wrote a short history of Newcastle East including maps and 
photographs to promote this move. In its introductory paragraph, Mr Lithgow states that "[t]he area 
comprising Nobbys Island, the breakwater, Camp Shortland, portion of the power station and railway 
land, and Fort Scratchley has distinct links with the discovery of the East Coast of Australia, and the 
early history and exploration of the Hunter Valley. All land in the area is publicly owned by either NSW 
or Commonwealth Governments." The report then goes on to give a brief history of each of these areas, 
describing their discovery and development. Interesting facts are also included, such as the following in 
regards to Nobbys. "The Government acting on a suggestion of Colonel Barney of the Royal Engineers 
started to remove Nobbys Island. The destruction of the Island was stopped following a public protest 
meeting which was held in Newcastle on June 21st 1854." Mr Lithgow also included a pithy quote from 
the Sydney Morning Herald (September 5th 1947) to conclude his report. "To think of Newcastle without 
Nobbys is to try to think of Sydney without the harbour and bridge." 

In 1961 the NPPM conceived the concept of a park at Mount Sugarloaf. By 1965 a proposal for the park 
was drawn up. The proposed park covered approximately 1500 acres, which included Mt. Sugarloaf itself 
and the area along the northern ridge, the valley west of the northern ridge, the area east of Mt. Sugarloaf 
including the main access road, and Summit Point. The Minister for Lands (Mr. Tom Lewis) was keen to 
proceed with this action, previously approved under section 197 of the Crown Lands consolidation Act 
1917. During an address at the NPPM annual meeting in 1968 Mr Lewis expressed sentiments close to 
the movements own. "No matter how interested - even devoted - an individual may be in the subject of 
nature conservation - in the overall concept we must enlist the sciences if we are to achieve results. 
Nature conservation is a science - a collection of sciences - involving geographers - biologists - 
zoologists - surveyors and expert administrators and managers." (Note: it was during the previous year 
that the National Parks and Wildlife act was passed. This reflected the growing consciousness of the need 
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for environmental protection among members of the community). 

"It had been envisaged that with the agreement of the company (which owned the land at Mt. Sugarloaf) 
there would be early action to acquire the land by resumption under the Public Works Act, 1912." "On 
July 10 1969, the company advised it did not agree to the proposal. It considered the proposed reserve 
should be deferred some years to permit determination of the economic future of the underlying coal 
deposits." The company also believed that the proposed price offer for the land was unacceptable. 

Mr Richley said there should be no more installations at the top of Mt. Sugarloaf. Mr Richley was a 
member of Mt Sugarloaf Trust and said he would seek the support of Lake Macquarie Shire council, 
which already had been helpful in acquiring an area for a reserve. 

Mr Lewis said he would advise Mr Booth MLA, when the Land Board would deal with the matter. Mr 
Lewis had referred to the local land board an application to resume an area at Mt. Sugarloaf required for 
a proposed reserve. By 1970 Mr. Lewis had accepted a park of 1130 acres and agreed to fund 50% of the 
acquisition providing that the Lake Macquarie Shire Council and Cessnock City Council each pay 25%. 
This was agreed upon. 

There was also wider problems with Lake Macquarie Council. The NPPM wanted council to purchase 
the former R.A.A.F base at Rathmines. They also wanted the Government to cancel the balance of debt 
owed by Lake Macquarie shire council for the purchase of the base. As early as 1967 the movement was 
interested in purchasing open space at Lake Macquarie Shire as prescribed by the Northumberland 
County plan. A rate of fifty cents per ratepayer was suggested to fund such purchasing. Approaches to 
the Government for subsidy were also suggested. The suspension of the original Northumberland plans 
for the area had always been opposed to by the NPPM. 

By 1970 pollution had become a problem in this area and the NPPM began to call for the council to think 
more seriously about land management and the preservation of Lake Macquarie. The removal of trees 
and ground cover in this hilly area had left topsoil open to heavy erosion. Material, including toxic waste, 
was initially being washed into the watercourse and eventually the lake itself. The problem had been 
brought to the attention of the Local and State Government Departments but the NPPM believed that it 
was up to the shire council to repair the damage. One option open to council was the direct removal of 
silt, but the obvious solution was to prevent the original erosion. Moves were afoot to make a developer 
responsible for the removal of the siltation and it was hoped that his would lead to a more careful 
planning of subdivisions and the retention of much more of the original ground cover . Council's plan in 
November 1968 for five thousand dollars worth of trees for the area was approved of by the NPPM. 

In co-operation with the Lake Macquarie Shire Council, the National Trust and the Newcastle Flora and 
Fauna protection society, the NPPM sponsored a public meeting in October 1972 with the aim of setting 
up a citizens committee to work for the preservation of Lake Macquarie and suitable large areas of land 
fronting the lake for recreational purposes . 
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In the late 60's moves were under way to prepare a planning strategy for the entire Hunter Region. It was 
the ultimate aim of the NPPM for areas which they saw as most important to the people of Newcastle to 
be dedicated as National Parks, thus coming under the control of the national parks and wildlife service. 
In support of this aim, a publication titled 'Hunter 2000' was being compiled, with conservation issues 
placed high on the agenda. It was released in mid 1972 and was the movement's most important planning 
document. 

"This report has been prepared for The National Trust of Australia (NSW) by the Conservation and 
Landscape Committee of the Hunter Regional Committee in response to an invitation from the State 
Planning Authority of NSW, for the Trust's views on planning for nature conservation, scenic 
preservation, historic buildings and recreation in the Hunter Region." 

The report covered the Hunter Regional Planning District as defined by the State Planning Authority. It 
was researched and written by members of the Conservation and Landscape Committee of the National 
Trust. Most of these people were professionals drawn from the following regional bodies; 

●     National Parks Association of NSW, Hunter-Manning Region. 
●     Newcastle Flora and Fauna Protection Society 
●     Newcastle Parks and Playgrounds Movement 
●     Royal Australian Planning Institute (Newcastle Branch) 
●     The National Trust of Australia (NSW), Hunter Regional Committee. 
●     Town and Country Planning Association of the Hunter Valley 
●     Treetowners. 

The principal object of the report was to bring the urgency of certain problems to the attention of the 
community so that the conservation requirements of the Hunter Region were accepted as vital elements 
in any strategic plan for the area. The most important problems included the following. 

●     The proposal by the Department of Main Roads to construct an expressway through Blackbutt 
Reserve 

●     Sewerage effluent in Lake Macquarie 

During the 1970's the other major aims of the NPPM were: 

●     Establishment of a park at Cardiff point 
●     Beautification of Cathedral Park 
●     Establishment of a city square 
●     Expansion of Pacific Park 

These were some of the ongoing issues described as 'hardy perennials' in the NPPM 1970 annual report 
by Doug Lithgow. 
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In September 1971 the Newcastle Herald reported that the NCC had complimented itself on having 
acquired 800 acres for park and recreation purposes over the last 10 years. This contrasted somewhat 
with the views of conservationists who believed that "…many areas shown zoned or reserved for 
parkland in the city have been alienated or threatened for other purposes." These areas included 
Birdwood Park, Blackbutt Reserve and Jefferson Park in Merewether. 

Newcastle East remained an area of concern to the NPPM. During 1974 a Newcastle East Residents 
Group (NERG) was formed and put forward a proposal for the revitalisation of the Newcastle East area. 
It was described as a 'People's Plan' by city aldermen. "Highlights of the proposed plan were an extensive 
recreation area on the site of the existing railway marshalling yards, tourist road encircling the harbour 
foreshore and beachfront, one way traffic east in Scott St, along Pacific St and west along King St." This 
proposal was welcomed by the NPPM. "Mr Butler, a young architect who drafted the plan, said it was an 
ideal. He suggested consideration be given to provisional commercial areas and car parking , if 
necessary, with a limit of 10 to 15 years." The president of NERG, Mr B. Chisholm, "… believed now 
was the time to approach the Australian Government to help develop this concept as a tourist attraction 
for Newcastle and the Hunter Valley." 

While such large-scale debate continued during the 1980's, Doug Lithgow was turning his attention more 
specifically to Fort Scratchley. In April 1983 Mr Lithgow wrote to Mr Alan Morris, Member for 
Newcastle, with a plan for the development of the site. Mr Lithgow's concluding remark in this letter is 
an important one. "The Newcastle East Historic Site has the potential to become Australia's most 
interesting and significant historic place and a major visitor attraction for Newcastle provided it is 
developed along professional lines with a long range goal of becoming a world class historic site." 

Mr Lithgow then goes on to offer his thoughts in detail about how he believes this may be brought about. 
"A tentative management structure for the area would require Federal and State co-operation to provide 
funding. Ideally all the lands should be vested in the NSW National Parks and Wildlife service and a 
Trust including State and Federal Government representatives as well as Local Government and special 
interest groups such as the Maritime Museum Society be established. The Trust would have a charter to 
manage the site in accordance with a management plan. A professional Director and other staff could be 
provided by the State National Park Service." 

The larger issues of the foreshore were however still to be dealt with. By 1987 the question remained as 
to what to keep as parkland and what should be preserved as heritage sites. There was growing public 
concern about Council's stance on these issues. 

"Mr Murlock (acting Premier) said the State Rail Authority had agreed to hand over to Newcastle City 
Council as custodians the portion of land on which convict archaeological remains were unearthed last 
month [July 1987], although the area had yet to be defined. …Mr Murlock added that Newcastle City 
Council had not so far indicated that it would assume responsibility for keeping the land as parkland, 
although Ald. Nichols said the Lord Mayor, Ald McNaughton, had authorised him to say that he was 
keen for the council to enter negotiations as quickly as possible." 
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Members of council were being pressured to take a definite stand in the debate. In August 1987 approx. 
800 people packed the City Hall "… and unanimously called for the return of the 3.1ha of Newcastle 
East railway land for parkland." As indicated by a report in the Newcastle Herald in August 1987, 
council was not fully in support of this. "Ald McNaughton, said last week he would like to see a 
compromise worked out for the land, including a hotel development on the site." 

Newcastle East was under direct threat. "The secretary of Newcastle Trades Hall Council (NTHC), Mr 
Peter Barrack, said building unions, endorsed by the NTHC, had placed green bans on the site just 31 ½ 
hours before the scheduled auction of the land, which was then cancelled. The green bans were imposed 
as a last resort after lack of response from the 

Lord Mayor to a request for him to lead a delegation to the Premier to try and win the land for open 
space." 

Archaeological digs being conducted in Newcastle East had begun to show the area's true heritage 
significance. The archaeologist in charge of the dig on the East End land, Dr Damaris Bairstow, said that 
the site dated to be between 1804-8 and 1824, when convicts were brought to Newcastle. Dr Bairstow 
further commented that "[h]ere was an industrial site which made the buildings in Sydney possible." She 
also said that "….the interest that had been shown by Newcastle people in the excavation was unique, 
and that interest would be needed again to explore the site further." 

The following are profiles of three key figures in the history of the NPPM. 

Doug Lithgow 

Doug Lithgow was born in 1933 in Sydney and moved to Newcastle area in 1951 to start an 
apprenticeship at Goninans. This led to a number of jobs around the Hunter but it was in teaching that Mr 
Lithgow made his career. After graduating from Teachers College he was first appointed to teach 
Industrial Arts at Nelson Bay prompting a move there in 1959. Doug, who was then secretary of the Port 
Stephens teachers association, attended a NPPM meeting in 1962 on behalf of the association. He then 
became a member of the NPPM when he moved back to Newcastle in 1962. The first issue in which he 
became involved was Dixon Park. It wasn't long before he became secretary of the movement and in 
1980 was appointed president of the NPPM, a position he still retains in 2001. Mr Lithgow said "It's hard 
to say that it ever started at any particular spot. It's like treacle: you just get stuck into it and you become 
more and more involved. People ask you for help, so you go and help them, get involved in their issues 
and then somebody else asks and it just seems to become like a business". Former NPPM president Joe 
Richley inspired Mr Lithgow's involvement with environmental issues. It was from Mr Richley that Mr 
Lithgow learnt the principles of conservation which still guide him. 

In 1987 Doug Lithgow was honoured with the Newcastle University's Board of Environmental Studies 
Environmental Achievement Award. This was the second year the award was presented. The award is 
primarily given to someone who has made contributions to the environment above and beyond what is 
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expected of them. Mr Lithgow has played a large role in a great number of environmental battles. Some 
of the battles included the protection of Lake Macquarie and its foreshores, Blackbutt Reserve, the 
Newcastle East land formerly owned by the State Rail Authority, Sugarloaf reserve and the Glenrock 
State Recreation Area. 

Tom Farrell 

Tom Farrell was one of the longest serving active members of NPPM. Tom was, among other things, an 
astute businessman, being a Director of the Greater Newcastle Building Society for many years. He was 
one of our early environmentalists and when a branch of the National Parks Movement was formed in 
Sydney during the early 1920s, he joined it. For many years he was the only member who lived outside 
Sydney. During the 1930s he and Joe Richley successfully lobbied New Lambton Council to have the 
area now known as Blackbutt Reserve set aside as public recreational space. 

In an address to the 32nd Annual General Meeting (1984) of the Movement, he recalled how he brought 
the Movement to Newcastle in 1951. "Mr Hume, the secretary of the NSW Parks and Playgrounds 
Movement in Sydney, attended a public meeting in City Hall to form a Newcastle branch. About 40 
people attended and though successful, no officers were elected. Some months later, the Newcastle 
Businessmen's Club formed the NPPM with Stan O'shea as chairman and Joe Richley as secretary. Joe 
was highly respected and gave the Movement an excellent reputation which it still retains today." 

Later, in the 1960s and early 1970s Tom Farrell was prominent in the campaign which was successful in 
preventing a highway being built through Blackbutt Reserve. 
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Camera in hand, Tom Farrell at Green Point 1985. 

Tom Farrell may also be regarded as one of the founders of the University of Newcastle, using his 
considerable influence among business and civic leaders to exert pressure on the NSW Government to 
establish a University College in Newcastle in 1953. He was then instrumental in having the State 
Government acquire the land at Shortland, thus opening the way for the university to move from the 
overcrowded site at Tighes Hill to the campus at Shortland. In 1988 the University granted him an 
honorary M.A. 

"Upon his death in July 1996, Mr R.E. (Tom) Farrell (1904-1996) was described as an 'extraordinary 
powerhouse of a man' who used his considerable energy and inspiration to make the Hunter Region a 
much more wonderful place to live in. Could we imagine Newcastle and the Hunter without a 
University? Or perhaps without our public nature reserves such as Blackbutt, Barrington Tops and Mt 
Sugarloaf? If we can appreciate that these things have made our life here better, then we need to thank 
people like Tom Farrell who through their actions, persistence and courage helped make these public 
places a reality." 

Joe Richley 

Mr Richley, of New Lambton, was president of the Northern Parks and Playgrounds Movement for 20 
years. He played a key role in establishing Blackbutt Reserve and regional national parks. Mr Richley 
was the movement's foundation secretary in 1951 and president from 1952 to 1972. He served as an 
alderman representing mid-westward on Newcastle City Council from 1953 to 1956. "Mr Richley in the 
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1960s was president of Hunter Manning National Parks Association, vice-president of the NSW National 
Parks Association, and a member of Rathmines Development Panel, Civic Centre planning advisory 
committee and Blackbutt Reserve Committee. He was awarded the British Empire Medal in 1976 for 
services to the community." At his funeral in 1978, the President of the NPPM, Mr D. Barnett, said Mr 
Richley was a conservationalist 30 years ahead of his time who had never wavered in his dedication to 
the community. Doug Lithgow said that "Mr Richley was a man of vision whose dream encompassed 
Newcastle and the Hunter Region." 

A comment by Joe Richley, coming as a preface to the 21st annual report, sums up his philosophy. 
"[T]he practice of land management, including parks, must spring from what is ethically and 
aesthetically right. A thing is right only when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability and beauty of the 
community, and the community includes the soil, water, flora and fauna, as well as people." 
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Throsby Creek was named after Dr Charles Throsby, commandant of the penal settlement at Newcastle 
from 1905-1909. During the 19th Century a slaughterhouse, a brewery, and various other industries were 
established adjacent to the creek and its tributaries and eventually the creek became a "…degraded, evil 
smelling drain." Heavy rain would, of course, flush out the creek and early in the twentieth Century it 
was still a "…prominent social and recreational area with regattas a common sight." Sharks often 
attacked horses and dogs swimming in the creek prior to 1930. 

 

During the depression (1929-1935) major modifications to the creek were carried out. The banks of the 
creek below Maitland Road were cemented and the creek was converted into a storm water drain. 

In 1979 some Islington residents formed an action group which soon became the Islington Residents 
Association. By late 1980 it had about 250 members and had begun lobbying council to beautify 
Islington Park. Throsby Creek bordered one side of the park and so doing something about the creek 
became part of the overall plan to improve the local area. 

In 1981 Mr George Mulholland began a campaign to have Islington Park converted into a botanic 
garden. He told The Post that "…the cleaning of Throsby Creek and the planting of the area with both 
native and exotic species would preserve the park…which would be used by local people and by 
tourists." Eventually this vision largely became a reality but not before many huge bureaucratic and 
financial obstacles had to be overcome. 

Chris Dodds, a founding member of the Islington Residents Association (IRA), later wrote that a 
"…whole generation of aldermen had been elected on promises to clean up the Throsby. The council and 
the Hunter Water Board and Maritime Services Board all had some authority over the creek, along with a 
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host of other authorities…" Representatives of these bodies would gather every few years and "…argue 
with each other about weirs, dredging and who should pay. Then everyone would go away, satisfied that 
it was someone else's problem." 

Newcastle University Regatta on Throsby Creek c. 1960. 

Local residents continued to press for a solution and eventually a basic plan of action was produced, the 
Total Catchment Management Study. It gained widespread support and provided the basis to clean up the 
creek and the surrounding parkland. 

It was, however, a long process and it wasn't until April 1989 that a two-volume Throsby Creek Total 
Catchment Management study was released. It was "…the first such strategy in NSW and it provided a 
blueprint for an integrated approach to future management of the catchment." One of the priorities was a 
five-year public awareness campaign. Various people who had developed public relations and 
educational expertise during the campaign wished to participate in this process and formed Throsby Land 
Care in 1990 as a sub-committee of the local residents group. In 1991 it became an autonomous body. 

In 1993 the Newcastle Herald published a major article based on an interview by Jim Keller with John 
Sutton. By this time Mr Sutton had been elected to the Newcastle City Council as a Greens candidate. 
Reflecting on his long involvement with the project, Mr Sutton said: "While residents of the area have 
fought for many years to obtain dredging of the creek and landscaping on the banks their efforts were 
always thwarted by 'gumboot diplomacy'. That is, political promises to clean up the creek that got lost in 
government red tape." It was, Mr Sutton added, in 1989 that real change came about. In that year the 
Tighes Hill residents group was able to persuade council to stop heavy trucks from travelling through 
residential streets. Marilyn Hey, the president of the residents group, was also interviewed. She said that 
this achievement "…woke up the community…who realised that they had a neighbourhood worth 
protecting." They decided their next challenge was to clean up the creek. 

After much organising and publicity, the first clean up occurred on June 4 1989. It drew 400 volunteers 
from all walks of the community. All told, 56 tons of rubbish was pulled from the creek and its environs 
that day and after that "…attitudes changed and people began looking after the creek." 
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Workers in last weekend's clean-up ankle deep in Throsby Creek mud. 

The battle though, was not over yet. Four months later the residents group alleged that State Rail was 
polluting the waterway from its diesel storage tank facility. Representatives of the State Pollution Control 
Committee and State Rail were to meet to resolve the issue of State Rail discharging polluted water into 
the creek. 

Fishing in the creek was banned in 1960 because of pollution. Tests carried out in 1989 confirmed that 
the "…levels of heavy metals were still high…" and because of this the ban was kept in force. Warning 
signs were erected at certain places along the creek. Ten years later, the water quality had improved 
considerably, so much so that the ban on fishing was revoked. 

A feature of the public awareness campaign was the Throsby Creek Regatta, which was first held in 
1990, and then became an annual event. The highlight was the "Hardly-on-Throsby" dry land boat race, 
but there was also a carnival with clowns, games, kite flying, gumboot throwing and environmental 
displays. 

By November 1993 water quality had improved and it was announced that "…the regatta will be getting 
wet for the first time this Sunday…" as years of hard work begin to pay off for the people aiming to 
purify the creek. Throsby Landcare's Matthew Kelly says there have been significant improvements in 
the creek's water quality in the last 18 months, because of mangrove planting on the creek islands, 
dredging, and the installation of trash racks. 
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This work was funded by a combination of grants from Local, State and Federal Governments who 
continue to fund campaigns and work to reduce pollution in the creek. In 1992 Throsby Landcare 
succeeded in getting funding under the Landcare and Environment Action Program (LEAP). It provided 
training for young unemployed people in tree planting, bush regeneration and other conservation skills. 
One day per week was spent in the classroom while three days per week were spent putting theory in 
practice. 

One of the projects involved setting up "a plant nursery to propagate native plants from seed to provide 
stock for the project". The project coordinator, Mr Ian McKensie said a community garden was another 
project, which would be undertaken soon. The nursery was opened in October 1993 and provided trees, 
which were planted along the banks of the creek. 

Su Morley worked as a volunteer with Trees in Newcastle and then participated in a Job Skills program 
where she learnt about bush regeneration. When the LEAP project began she was employed as a part-
time trainee supervisor, and later as the full-time supervisor. One of the methods used to rehabilitate the 
creek was to take young mangroves from Ash Island and plant them at various spots along the creek 
bank. Water quality improved but rubbish was still being washed down the creek every time there was a 
storm. Usually it ended up down at Carrington, among the mangroves. "We often did clean-ups there but 
the longer I worked with the project the more I realised that you can't just work at the estuary end and 

http://www.wesleymission.org.au/publications/green_c/throsby.asp (4 of 7) [6/06/2003 3:47:45 PM]



CAMPAIGN TO SAVE THROSBY CREEK 

think you are fixing up the creek. You have to work with the whole catchment". 

The Throsby catchment covers an area of about 3,000ha and is home to 68,000 people. However, while 
people continue to litter and pour oil or chemicals down the drain there will continue to be a problem. 

In June 1999, it was reported that floating booms were to be installed along the creek to prevent 
thousands of plastic bottles and other pollutants from entering Newcastle Harbour. The booms will be 
part of a three-year project to clean up the creek that will also target bank erosion and increase public 
awareness of pollutants in storm water drains. 

The Federal Environment Minister announced $243,900 in funding, which is expected to be matched by 
funding from the State Government, Newcastle City Council, and Newcastle Port Corporation. Mr Evans 
from the Hunter Catchment Management Trust said: "…the best solution to solving the problems with 
the creek will be getting everyone to do the right thing." 

This of course is an ongoing issue. The Spring 2001 edition of Newcastle City Council news said that 
"…the $5.7 million dredging of Throsby Creek in the early 1990s could go to waste with sediment build-
up back to half the previous levels. A recent survey shows a major contributor to the problem is residents 
who hose dirt and sand…into stormwater drains." Other problems include leaving dog droppings and 
grass clippings in places where they end up in the drain and, eventually, in the creek. Eighty-five percent 
of people surveyed were not aware their stormwater ends up going into the local creeks. 

Maybe the Aqualove Waterways Project raised some people's awareness. This was a one-day exhibition 
on September 15 2001, staged by the Newcastle Regional Art Gallery's artist in residence, Andrew 
Jackson. Interviewed prior to the event he said: "It's all about love and soon it will be floating on Throsby 
Creek." The inflatable sculptures "…work on the theme of the danger of water, melding that with the 
danger of love…" he said. Two weeks later it was reported that "a colourful set of six inflatable feet were 
set adrift near the Cowper Street Bridge", and that "a six-metre inflatable heart will be placed on the 
shore along with life jackets shaped like love-hearts to save you from drowning when you fall in love". 

Throsby Landcare was one of the first urban landcare groups in Australia, and is an example of what can 
be achieved when local communities work together towards a common goal. The creek and its foreshore 
with adjoining parkland is, once again, a beautiful area which people can enjoy and of which local 
residents can be proud. The campaign to keep it this way continues. 

Afterword: The public spirit showed by many Novocastrians in helping to clean up Throsby Creek was 
not the first time this has happened. One Saturday in 1971 "fifty members of the Newcastle Flora and 
Fauna Protection Society collected four tons of rubbish along the two-mile stretch of Croudace Bay Rd 
from Eleebana Primary School to Belmont Hospital". Mr Wilf Dews helped organise the collection. He 
said "several motorists stopped to inquire what was being done. One was quite generous with praise for 
the display of civic pride. About 50 yards further on he threw out an empty can close to the edge of the 
roadway to permit easy collection"! 
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Pelicans on Throsby. 
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The history of the Gardens prior to 1990 has been well researched by Patricia Withers. The following is a 
brief account of developments which have taken place between 1990 and 2001. The bulk of this 
information was provided by Jack Shield during interviews conducted in September 2001. 

 

During the last decade much progress has been made. Some walking tracks have been extended and new 
ones have been built. Theme gardens have also been expanded and new ones created. The main gardens 
are; the Entry garden, Grevillia garden, Acacia garden, Succulent and Cactus garden, Aboriginal Plant 
garden, Palm garden, Fern Gully and the Orchid House. 

Another innovation is Parry Place, developed by the Australian Native Plant Society to encourage 
visitors to grow native plants in their own gardens by providing examples of native plants that are readily 
available at commercial nurseries. 

The visitors Centre has been upgraded and now includes a gift shop, library and a cafe. Next to it, a 
picnic pavilion has been built, providing shade on hot days and shelter in wet weather. 

Jack Shield has been actively involved with the Botanical Gardens since 1987. He is now the Chairman 
of the Board of Directors and says that they plan, during the next few years, to construct an Education 
Centre adjacent to the Visitors Centre. This would provide for groups of school children, seminars, 
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wedding receptions etc. 

In 2001 there are currently between 60 to 70 volunteers. About half of these help in maintaining and 
extending the gardens, others help staff the gift shop and cafe and assist in administration. One volunteer 
has designed and regularly updates a website- see www.huntergardens.org.au. Some paid staff are also 
employed. 

Finance for the Botanic Gardens comes from a variety of sources including the State Government, 
Newcastle, Lake Macquarie and Port Stephens Councils, entry fees and donations. Tomago Aluminium 
and Newcastle Permanent Building Society pay for the printing of a newsletter and promotional 
literature. Local media also assist with the provision of free publicity. 

The gardens cover an area of 140 hectares, much of which has been preserved as natural bushland. This 
land is leased, on a "peppercorn" rent, from the Hunter Water Corporation. 

The gardens were opened to the public in 1986 and were recognised in 1999 with the "Significant 
Regional Attraction" award in the Hunter Regional Awards for Excellence in Tourism. It has also won 
other environmental awards in recent years and continues to attract large numbers of visitors. 
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EcoHome is a typical Newcastle weatherboard home that has been retrofitted to show householders how 
they can reduce their environmental impacts through simple changes at home. The home is owned by the 
Newcastle City Council and rented by members of the community group management committee. 

The project originated in 1990 when John Sutton read a book about an integral-urban house in California, 
which was initiated in the 1970s and sought to educate the community about living in a more energy 
efficient manner. John discussed the project with Bruce Peterson from the Hunter Water Corporation and 
between them they developed the idea for an eco-house in Newcastle. 

By January 1992 a working group was meeting regularly to develop a plan of action. Six task groups were 
established to focus on the following areas of responsibility: energy efficiency, water efficiency, funding 
(including sponsorship), lifestyle (including recycling and waste minimisation), permaculture and organic 
gardening, and communication and education (to develop programs to publicise the project). Each group 
was to report back by the end of April so that a formal approach could be made to council and the State 
Government. 

John Sutton was elected to Newcastle City Council in September 1991, and in 1992 he was able to gain 
council support for the project. A council owned house which had previously been used by the caretaker 
for Harker Oval became vacant and council gave a "peppercorn" lease to the Integral Urban House 
Project. This was on the condition that it be used to help educate the public on how to live in a more 
sustainable manner. 

The house was acquired in 1992 and much of the renovation was done by people under the Landcare and 
Environment Action Program (LEAP) scheme. Much of this work involved the laying of a thermal slab, 
in order to keep the house cooler during the day and warmer at night. In September the Newcastle Times 
reported that the first residents, Kelly Boyle and Bill Hersel, would move into the house in November 
1994. 

The current residents are Sue Hill and her young daughter. "Simplicity is the best way. It's not about 
having wandangled technology. It's about trying to make your life as simple as possible. We've got 
everything that a normal household has." Sue estimates that her total energy use, including transport, is 
about one third of that used by an average Australian household. 

Any home is ecologically sustainable if it can comfortably house its occupants and exist in total harmony 
with the global ecology indefinitely. Ultimately, sustainability means securing our own future, our 
children's future and the future of the bio-diverse ecology on which we all depend. 
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EcoHome at 67A Hobart Rd New Lambton 

EcoHome demonstrates viable options for minimising urban impact. Although a vast quantity of 
information already exists, there is a gap between this information and the many people who need it. 
Information may be too technical, ill-adapted to local conditions, or difficult to locate. EcoHome plays a 
vital role in relaying practical information to the community. The motivation behind the project was the 
need to provide the community with a working demonstration of sustainability options, in order to assist 
people in making changes in their own lives. EcoHome's strategies fall under the four banners: house 
design, garden design, product choice and lifestyle choice. 

EcoHome's building design largely involves consideration of a floor-plan and orientation. It takes 
advantage of on-site conditions to provide superior climate control and people-friendly layout at low 
financial cost. It saves millions of litres of water and thousands of tons of CO2 emissions. The areas most 
used by the residents (living room, kitchen, and laundry) all face North, which provides the most sunlight 
for the house. The house also has a grey water system, which recycles water used in the house back into 
the garden. 

EcoHome's garden design provides a beautiful, functional, low maintenance, low cost outdoor living area. 
The set up of the garden, which involves the grey water system and recycles the household water, is 
showing that even within your own personal water consumption it is possible to not only save but reuse 
water. Most food used by the residents is grown in the garden, and anything that needs to be bought is 
organic or local. There are chutes in the kitchen that lead straight outside for recycling and compost. 

EcoHome's product choice involves choosing products that have minimal impact on the global ecology. It 
can save rivers, oceans, soils, air, and forests. Most of the furniture and utensils in the house are second 
hand. The laundry detergent used is made entirely of plant extracts. 
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EcoHome's lifestyle choice is about lifestyle options. It means we can often save the planet at the same 
time as we save money. This may involve riding a bike instead of driving a car, or for longer distances 
using public transport. EcoHome can advise on Eco friendly water use, land use, energy use, temperature 
control, waste management, personal hygiene, products and food. 

The resident who occupies EcoHome provides the funding for the day-to-day running expenses for the 
house. Extra funding comes from donations by individuals and groups who visit the house, from money 
paid by members of the Friends of EcoHome club, and from selling products grown in the Eco garden. 

If you are thinking of building a new home, renovating an old one, or would like to make some changes 
in your life, EcoHome can advise you how to do it in an Eco friendly way. EcoHome can provide a user-
friendly fact sheet and/or can refer you to more specialised advisers who can also help in creation of your 
own EcoHome. The home is open for public inspection on the first Sunday of each month, and at other 
times for groups by appointment. 

THE ECOVILLAGE 

Most environmentalists are not only concerned about threats to the natural environment. Many of them 
also see the obsessive desire for material possession, which characterises most societies in the twenty-first 
century century, stemming from the alienation and anxiety felt by most city dwellers. One response that 
gained considerable publicity in Australia in the 1970s was that of 'dropping out' of the proverbial rat-race 
in the cities and setting up communes in rural areas. The philosophy behind this included various 
elements such as getting back to nature, self-sufficiency, ecological sustainability and building a sense of 
community. 

The desire for a sense of community remains strong in many people. This is especially so in people living 
in large urban areas where neighbours are often just nameless faces. In a paper titled "Keeping 
Community: Combining our skills, shaping our future", Professor V.A. Brown wrote: that "while we are 
becoming more and more aware of the need to maintain our individual bodies and our global natural 
environment, we appear to have lost some of our understanding about what each of us needs to do for the 
sustainability of our community. Yet communities are the catalyst for our identity, our sense of place, and 
our links with others". 

While many people deplore the lack of a sense of community in the urban jungle, a few Novocastrians are 
doing something about it. One of them is John Campbell. He lived in the EcoHome for two and a half 
years with his partner and daughter, and he has been an environmentalist for most of his life. The 
EcoHome was a convenient way for him to do what he normally does, but the difference he says is that 
now people will notice what he is doing. 

The starting point for the EcoVillage was the purchase of the land in July 2000. The land had a run-down 
house already on the block, which Mr Campbell and his family renovated and moved into. 
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The EcoVillage aims to promote sustainable living and to establish a model that other people can use. An 
example of this is to establish a food co-operative where the residents buy food which has been grown in 
their own backyards. They also want to create work and recreational areas on site so that people won't 
need to travel and use cars as much. Another idea is to make a car co-op in which 15 people can share 3-4 
cars. 

Before they started, John Campbell said he looked at 600 websites from around the world, to research 
other ecohomes and to get ideas from them. To establish an ecovillage you need at least two or more 
people with existing houses that they are willing to put on the line as assets. The village itself is owned by 
a large number of people. Eight to nine people are paying off the mortgage. Another small group of 
people within the village pays a lesser amount of money, around $30 a week, which is put away for use 
further down the track. In about three to four years they can use it to purchase another block of land or a 
deposit for one. 

Already there are plans to make room for 15 households, (about 40 people) on site. Two thirds of the land 
is dedicated as open space and is communally owned. The remaining third is divided up by 15 
households. 

It is a fact that countries such as Australia and the USA use more resources than they should. John 
Campbell remarked in a recent interview that "[n]inety percent of people in the whole world don't own 
cars. The ten percent who do use up to forty percent of the world's resources. Being green is a whole lot 
cheaper than not." 

For the village to work economically everything has to be cheap. Working fewer hours than the average 
person, Mr Campbell believes that 15 hours a week is enough to financially sustain him. He says his 
philosophy towards life frees him up, he is unburdened by the deep-seated guilt that society feels about 
their behaviours and how they affect the environment. The Eco Village plans to provide a range of 
services: 

●     EcoTourist bed & breakfast accommodation 
●     Passive solar design 
●     Shared electric-car ownership 
●     Organic locally-sourced food cooperative 
●     Community bank 
●     A co-housing sector 
●     Private and community food production gardens (including poultry) 
●     On-site energy systems, grey-water systems and composting toilets 
●     Pedestrian/cycle access to nature and major services and healthcare 
●     Infrastructure, social and organisational support for low consumption, high value lives 

The proposed Eco Village will be: 
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●     Built on 6750m² of degraded pastureland next to 'Wetlands Australia' in suburban Shortland, 
Newcastle. 

●     Low waste - with cyclic use of resources and using appropriate technology to get greater efficiency 
and comfort out of fewer resources 

●     Human scaled - so that people can get to know and care about each other 
●     A proposed medium-density housing development for 15 homes plus community, commercial and 

education facilities. 

Ultimately, members of the ecovillage hope to challenge people to reassess the way they are now by 
presenting a better and more sane alternative. 
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Over the years, the area now known as Green Point has been the subject of many preservation attempts. 
In 1929 Lake Macquarie citizens convinced the council to support attempts to get State Government 
funding to establish a foreshore park. A petition signed by 36 people was backed up by a deputation to a 
council meeting. In February 1957, the Minister for Local Government, Mr Renshaw, informed the 
Member for Lake Macquarie, Mr Simpson, that he had written to the Lake Macquarie Council telling it 
to retain 202ha at Cardiff Point for public recreation and not to change the existing zoning. This was in 
response to representations from local ALP branches and the Northern Parks and Playground Movement. 

 

In 1984 an application was made to Lake Macquarie Council for land rezoning to allow for a residential, 
tourist, and marine development. The area was to be called Green Point Estate. The plan provided for a 
50% residential subdivision, 30% for parks and recreation, and 20% for tourism and business. The 
recommended concept plan proposed: 

●     A focusing of tourist, leisure, holiday and boating activity in the area from Green Point to Black 
Jacks Point. The major focus was at Green Point where a marina, tourist, shopping exhibition 
development and man-made lake system. 

●     Housing of about 1750 sites. 
●     Tourist caravan park, holiday cabin and holiday flat accommodation. 
●     More than 60ha for dedicated public open space. 
●     Measures for environmental management and control. 
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The land had remained largely undeveloped (apart from a quarry) because of its 120-year history of 
coalmining, which came to an end when the last employee left in November 1984 after site rehabilitation 
work. 

Almost immediately there was opposition to the proposal. The National Parks and Playgrounds 
Movement (NPPM) wanted the area to be bought by the State Government and declared either a National 
Park or a Reserve. The Green Point Action Committee (GPAC) and other groups asserted that Green 
Point Estate was the last large bush block on Lake Macquarie's northern shores and their last hope for a 
Blackbutt-style park. In 1985 the council began preparing an environmental impact statement. Two years 
later it announced that it planned to use a $1 million Bicentennial grant as part of a $2.5 million 
expenditure to establish a Bicentenary park on 80ha at Green Point. 

Both the NPPM and the Hunter Region Committee of the National Trust supported the proposal saying 
that the proposed park, because of its size, had regional significance. They emphasised that the whole of 
Green Point needed to be retained as a reserve, not just the 80ha. 

Responding to public pressure, the developers put forward a modified proposal which allowed for 50% 
of the area to be used for housing and 50% for open space. This 1988 plan, however, proposed that much 
of the environmentally significant areas would end up as medium density housing. The GPAC responded 
by holding public meetings, organising the distribution of leaflets, shopping centre displays, circulating a 
petition in opposition to what they described as "a land grab". 

The problem faced by those who wanted to retain Green Point as open space was that the land was 
privately owned and would cost about $5 million to purchase. Neither the State Government nor the 
council was prepared to spend that amount of money. In 1988 the Labor Government in NSW was 
defeated and the new Liberal Government was not about to be generous with a safe Labor area. The 
GPAC gained the support of Newcastle Trades Hall Council who placed a green ban on the area. Over 
the next few years the debate dragged on, with claim and counter-claim. In 1992 the council purchased 
41ha of the land for $1 million from the Lamb and Braye families. 

By 1992 the major landholder of Green Point bushland, Mr Les Savage, was sick of the whole thing and 
he sold 170ha of the land to the Belmont-based family building business D.F. McCloy Ltd. In a press 
statement Mr Jeff McCloy said that under council planning controls for the site the company was 
examining three development options, one of which involved large portions of the property being handed 
as a gift to the people of Lake Macquarie. "This option would entail residential homesites, 
hotel/convention facilities, foreshore parkland, cycleways, and a bushland buffer zone", the statement 
said. 

A second option open to a developer was an application to use the land for a wide range of purposes 
including commercial, recreational, tourism, residential and service industries. The third option was for 
the council to resume the site and compensate the company accordingly but apparently the council could 
not afford such a resumption. It was the company's intention, therefore, with tacit approval of council, to 
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redefine the Australian standards for the environmental management of an urban landscape. The 
company's press release asserted that the land had been the subject of numerous consultant reports, all of 
which had consistently proposed that part of the site be rezoned residential in return for dedication of key 
parts for open space. 

Mrs Marg Seccombe, the president of GPAC, challenged the company's assertion, saying that all of the 
studies had said that the best possible option was that the entire area should remain as bushland park. She 
said that the development options outlined in the McCloy press statement largely wound the clock back 
four years. Similar development proposals were now "totally rejected by the council and the 
community". 

McCloys attempts to bulldoze local opposition. 

In December 1993, the Gazette informed the public that the long running battle for Green Point had 
ended at last. A compromise solution had been thrashed out between Lake Macquarie Council and 
McCloys. It meant that about a 150ha of the estate would be retained as parkland for the public. The 
proposal was unanimously supported at a council meeting. It followed talks between a council task force 
and the developers. 

Under the terms of the proposal, McCloys would be able to develop more than 500 housing blocks on the 
estate including some absolute waterfronts. A retirement village had also been included in the 
development. McCloys had agreed to drop its plans for a tourist hotel and marina on the estate and 
reduced the number of residential lots from 600 to 540. 

In July 1994 Lake Macquarie City Council secured about 72% of the Green Point estate for about $3 
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million. Under the $3 million cash/land package deal to McCloys, the Council in exchange would receive 
120ha of land and 1.8km of waterfront foreshore. This, after later land rezoning, was expected to see 
McCloys with about 540 building blocks mainly in a north-south corridor near Belmont. The secretary of 
GPAC, Mr Bob Phillips, said that the agreement was 'by no means ideal'. In October Lake Macquarie 
Council and McCloys reached an agreement to develop some of the 220ha estate with council acquiring 
the rest for public parkland. But the GPAC handed over a petition signed by 11,137 people calling on 
State Government to provide money to help council bring the whole of the estate into public ownership. 

By the end of 1993 the issue had dragged on for more years than most people cared to remember. 

A formal settlement was struck in May 1995 between Lake Macquarie City Council and McCloys Pty 
Ltd for the title to the Green Point foreshore. Negotiations for the foreshore ended when the State 
Government gazetted the rezoning of the Green Point estate. The rezoning was to allow for the 
development of about 120ha of regional park. The remaining 58ha was to be used for residential 
development. The mayor of Lake Macquarie, Cr John Kilpatrick, said the State Government had 
promised to give $500,000 a year for the next three years to develop the foreshore park. 

The GPAC received $5000 in funding in July 1995, from the Lake Macquarie Catchment Management 
Committee. It was for the continued regeneration of Green Point. The project was approved for a Total 
Catchment Management Small Projects Grant. GPAC planned to use the money to employ two people to 
perform bush regeneration work three days a week for 12 weeks. The total of funds invested by the 
GPAC is $17,019; in addition to clearing extensively the bitou bush from bushland. 
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A $250,000 grant to rehabilitate Green Point as a foreshore reserve was given to Lake Macquarie City 
Council in February 1996. Ms Jill Hall, MLA Swansea, said that during the following two years funding 
totalling $1 million would be allocated to the council for the foreshore reserve. "This is the beginning of 
the fulfilment of a long-standing goal, the preservation of one of the most substantial blocks left on the 
foreshores". Ms Hall also said the grant was being paid to the council by the National Parks and Wildlife 
Service, whose expertise would be available at Green Point. 

In December 1996 it was reported that a reserve the size of Blackbutt, with the enticing addition of 3km 
of unspoilt Lake Macquarie waterfront, would be developed to cater for everyone from active 
bushwalkers and campers to the old or disabled. Under the plan 154ha of bush land at Green Point would 
be developed for a range of low impact recreational activities. Features of the proposed recreation plan 
include: 

●     The main Green Point Drive entry to the reserve off Croudace Bay Rd to incorporate a dedicated 
bike lane, with a boom gate to prevent after hours vehicle access. 

●     An interpretation centre built of natural materials near the entry, with all walking trails to radiate 
from there. 

●     The old Chitter dump to be a major day use area within the park, allowing picnicking with tables, 
chairs and commercial cooking, informal ball games and kite flying, and car access. 

●     Cardiff Point to include a communal cooking shelter, picnic tables and a toilet block with a 
lookout on the upper slopes of the old Cardiff quarry. 

●     Green Point itself to be kept underdeveloped. 
●     Black Jacks Point identified as having potential as a low key commercial facility including a jetty 

east of the existing slipway, a kiosk / eatery, and perhaps an accommodation area for park staff 
and visitors. 

●     A company area providing basic facilities for 40 people to be located on the old tailings dam, a 
flat grassy area surrounded by steep forested slopes. 

●     Walking trails, a rainforest walk and two types of cycle track. 

In 1997 a Work for the Dole project was commenced to assist in the regeneration of bushland and 
extermination of bitou bush and lantana. The participants also built pathways, steps, bridges and a 
walkway through the rainforest to protect the understorey from walkers using the trails. 

In September 1999, just when the issue of Green Point was thought to be resolved, there was an 
announcement that Green Point's picturesque fire trails would be converted into cycleways in a $1.3 
million program. This program was further boosted in October 2000 when Green Point received a $1 
million gift, which comprised a $500,000 grant from the Federal Government and a matching amount 
from Lake Macquarie City Council. The plans for the cycleways became the official Lake Macquarie 
Bicentenary Project. It was to be a 3km shared pedestrian path and cycleway through the landmark 
reserve. 

In January 2001 Valentine residents planned to protest over the proposed route of a new Green Point 
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cycleway going past the back of their homes. They claimed that they had been kept in the dark about the 
path, which they said would create a busy public thoroughfare at their back door by widening an 
overgrown fire trail and greatly increasing the risk of house break-ins. 

A new inland route parallel to the Lake won support from local residents in May 2001. Lake Macquarie 
Mayor Cr John Kilpatrick (Ind) said the result was a 'good outcome' for the community. Although the 
project would cost an extra $30,000, many people thought the idea would be a good compromise. Green 
Point Foreshore Committee member Margaret Seccombe said that the new route, if constructed with 
'maximum sensitivity', would be a major asset. 

One of the members of GPAC in October 2001 made the comment that while he wasn't totally happy 
with the final outcome, it was the best that could have been achieved under all the circumstances. It was, 
certainly, a vast improvement on McCloy's original proposal. He also mentioned that the campaign had 
become acrimonious with various committee members of GPAC being threatened with law suits for 
libel. 

Another GPAC member expressed disappointment with the outcome, "Reserves are for the future. We 
got a pretty big area but, as population grows, there will be more pressure on it. Already there is conflict 
over the cycleway. What we've got left isn't enough for all the demands. This was the last substantial 
piece of bushland on the northern foreshore of Lake Macquarie and what we've lost, we've lost forever". 

Future generations who enjoy the area may, however, pause and remember with gratitude the people who 
campaigned for over a decade to save a substantial section of Green Point. 
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The Hunter Koala Preservation Society (HKPS) was formed in June 1987 to assist in the management of 
the Port Stephens koala population, which was seen to be facing an increased threat from development 
and loss of habitat. People run the society purely voluntarily from all over the shire. Their activities 
include tree planting, educational programmes in schools, public awareness campaigns, as well as liasing 
with researchers, veterinarians, and Native Animal Trust carers that cover aspects of koala health and 
welfare. 

 

The initial objective of the society was the protection of koala habitat in the shire. Because very little 
information is available about the koala in the wild, it is hoped that by compiling autopsy statistics and 
records of sick and injured animals, a better management of this unique Australian marsupial will evolve. 

In June of 1999, after a series of koala deaths in Port Stephens, the Hunter Koala Preservation Society 
was called in to increase the protection of koalas in the area. It was feared that if population decline 
continued at the existing rate there would be no koalas in Port Stephens in 2004. The HKPS president Jill 
Taylor called on the council to implement its koala management plan to identify threats and outline 
conservation methods. 

In May 2000 the HKPS called on the State and Federal Governments to follow in the footsteps of the 
United States and list the koala as an endangered species. This US listing came after nearly a decade of 
scientific submissions to the US Government from Australians. Jill Taylor said that the US decision 
should be commended and should serve as a wake up call for all Australian Governments. Mrs Taylor 
said that the loss of habitat was killing koalas in the area promoted as the 'koala capital of New South 
Wales'. The federal Government criticised the US's move, alleging the US endangered species listing was 
inappropriate and unnecessary. 

Jill Taylor urges motorists to be on the lookout for koalas wandering on the road. Koalas are particularly 
active during the breeding season that runs from August until February. She advises motorists to contact 
a vet or a carer if they come across an injured koala. Many of the injured koalas crawl off into the bush 
with broken legs and broken jaws and die because they cannot eat or are in shock. 

The HKPS has worked with Port Stephens Council, Australian Koala Foundation and National Parks and 
Wildlife Services in assisting to establish a Koala Management 
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Jill Taylor with Miller. 

Plan for Port Stephens. Other works include the successful rezoning of land for environmental protection 
of koala habitat on the Tilligerry Peninsula in Port Stephens, plus maintaining a database of sick, injured 
koalas and autopsy statistics which will aid in assisting us to manage this unique Australian marsupial. 

Port Stephens Council has a tree Preservation order in place. All trees give shelter from predators and 
adverse weather conditions. People can help maintain a habitat for our koalas by planting koala food 
trees if possible and by trying to ensure that the trees they do need are not destroyed. 

Enquiries can be directed to Mrs Taylor on (02) 4984 5168. 

The Native Animal Trust can be contacted on 0500 502 294. 
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Friends of the Earth (FOE) was established in Australia in 1969, and a branch was formed in Newcastle 
in July 1989. With branches in Maitland and Cessnock, FOE had enough resources by 1990 (in terms of 
money and people with energy) to publish a four-page monthly newsletter. 

In 1989 the Newcastle FOE focused on the issue of recycling. At the end of the year they reported that 
they were "…very disappointed at the lack of responsibility taken by our local councils for linking the 
piecemeal recycling services, increasing their availability and efficiency, and for circulating information 
about these services. Maitland FOE group earlier in 1989 were instrumental in getting their council 
moving into recycling issues and we hope to do likewise in our area." 

Newcastle FOE "…presented a petition in October to Federal Minister, Peter Morris, for the One World 
Campaign which requested our Government reduce defence expenditure by 1% and redirect the money 
into foreign aid. The campaign, supported by a large number of groups, holds that there is a link between 
world poverty and the state of the environment" . 

The group participated in Milk Bottle Day in November by gathering the empty cartons and plastic 
bottles consumed by an average family over a six month period. They then created a display at Wallsend 
Plaza featuring signs like 'what a load of old rubbish', which represented a persuasive argument for milk 
producers to return to using reusable glass bottles. 

The majority of activists in both the Newcastle and Maitland groups were women who obviously found 
the experience empowering. They reported that "…through all these activities we are learning to speak in 
public and use media to spread information and help others to help the environment. We use our monthly 
meetings to share information gained from many sources and to support and encourage each other in 
making changes in our day to day lives." 

Friends of the Earth was based on the philosophy that ordinary people could and would change their 
habits when presented with information about how necessary this was if the earth was to avoid 
environmental degradation and disaster. This was summed up in the Reduce, Re-use and Recycle slogan. 
FOE realised, however, that the task of changing mainstream attitudes was not going to be easy and that 
"…at times it is hard to go against the mainstream of consumerism and challenge our own habits." 

Leonie La Hay, one of the key figures in Friends of the Earth, elaborated on this theme in a lengthy 
article published in the Newcastle Green Movement's newsletter in 1990. "The earth simply cannot 
support our growing population and our escalating use of limited resources and the resulting pollution. 
Overpopulation is often seen as a third world problem, however people in the wealthy countries (a 
minority of the world's population) consume four fifths of the world's resources. We have the ability to 
choose a less greedy, lower energy future. We can, as individuals, consume less…[W]e must respond to 
the alarms now; make choices to become informed and to act for survival." 
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During 1990, FOE membership rose to nearly 50 and monthly meetings continued with an average 
attendance of about 10 people. The group focused on strategies aimed at gaining support and informing 
the community. 

●     Store Display April 19th (Earth Day), Stockland Mall Jesmond 
●     Store Display June 5th (World Environment Day), Garden City Kotara 
●     Store Display September 22nd, Wallsend Shopping Centre 
●     Environment Fun Week, October (Mount Hutton) 
●     Environment Week, June (University of Newcastle) 
●     Palm Sunday Peace March 
●     May Day March 
●     Sustainable Development and a Consumer Society, Weekend Seminar with guest speaker Ted 

Trainer 
●     Regional FOE lunch at Botanic Gardens 

"The highlight of the group's activities was National Wastebusters Day on November 22nd when we 
organised local residents and office workers to bring their recyclable garbage to Civic Park for collection 
by the two largest recycling companies in Newcastle." This successful media event aimed to show 
council that many people wanted to participate in recycling, a point confirmed by the response from the 
public. It was also part of a national event organised by FOE. People were invited to sign a petition 
calling on council to introduce a recycling service. Consisting of over 1,800 signatures, the petition was 
presented to Lord Mayor Jim McNaughton who offered to meet with the group early in 1991 to discuss 
the issue. Two months later, with much pleasure, FOE announced that a monthly house-to-house 
collection of recyclable goods had begun. This further allowed FOE to put increased pressure on Lake 
Macquarie Council to follow suit, which it did later that year. 

FOE also had a statewide campaign in NSW asking the Government to pass legislation requiring a 
deposit to be made on beverage containers so that people would have a financial incentive to return them. 
In Newcastle alone, over 1600 people signed a petition. The Minister for the Environment said, "…the 
matter raised is being considered." There has however been no further progress on this issue. 

In January 1991 FOE held their National Conference at Morpeth. It was hosted by Maitland FOE with 
about 40 delegates from around Australia attending the two-day meeting. Significant local issues 
included "…the $600 million expansion of Tomago Aluminium, ICI's proposed Mine Technology Park 
at Kurri, the proposed Ashlands chemical plant at Rutherford, and alleged toxic waste dumping on 
Kooragang Island." The conference also involved discussion of national issues such as the logging of 
Fraser Island. 

The Hunter manufacturers of the 'Eco' shopping bag told delegates they had sold 4000 of their cloth bags 
and had already kept hundreds of thousands of plastic bags out of circulation. The conference said FOE 
in the Hunter would closely monitor industries moving into the area from Sydney. 
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In 1987 many of the people who were later to form the Newcastle branch of FOE decided to produce a 
weekly radio program which they called 'Biodegradable Radio'. It ran for 90 minutes each Sunday, 
beginning in late 1987 and finishing in late 1991. Over the four years that it went to air, the producers of 
Biodegradable Radio had interviews with many people, played music with a message, and read short 
articles on local, state, national and international issues. 

The program didn't confine itself to environmental issues. It addressed social issues such as 
unemployment, land rights and other issues relating to Aboriginal people, women's issues, and peace. 
Some of the people who helped produce the program were Vicki Peterson, Peter Poole, Meta McBeth, 
Nicole Steinke, Rudy Gotz and Leonie La Hay. The main reason for the demise of the program was that 
the people doing the work each week were also involved in the Newcastle Greens, FOE and other 
groups. The workload was simply too great for the relatively small number of people involved. 

While the Maitland and Cessnock branches of FOE continued into the late 1990s, the Newcastle group 
ran out of energy during 1992. This was due to various factors. One key woman retired due to family 
commitments, others left town and some gave their time and energy to the Newcastle Greens, the 
Wilderness Society and/or Greenpeace. 

In 1999 FOE did still have members in Newcastle and a contact address. Their calendar for that year 
stated that FOE "…is a national network of grassroots groups that cooperate in their work for a better 
social and ecological environment. FOE believes that a social perspective is integral to environmental 
campaigning and that we will not achieve environmental sustainability until we also achieve a fair and 
equitable society." 

The campaign against waste, however, continued under the direction of other groups. Once a recycling 
service was established, various people focused on ways to reduce the amount of waste material going 
into the system. Reducing the amount of packaging was one important factor and so a Don't Take the 
Wrap campaign began in Newcastle in 1993. 

In early 1994 a report by the Newcastle Greens was forwarded to households in the Newcastle City 
Council area. It stated that "Don't Take the Wrap is a campaign to encourage everyone to be less 
wasteful, and it has been one of our main activities during the last 12 months." The campaign was critical 
of fast-food outlets that produce huge amounts of packaging. When a new McDonalds franchise opened 
in the mall in 1994, a protest was organised by the Newcastle Greens and other 'green' groups. Putting 
McDonald's in the spotlight brought some success when the company replaced its polystyrene foam 
containers with paper containers. A later move to have the McDonalds franchise at Mayfield use reusable 
crockery and cutlery met with failure and the 'fast-food giants' continue to produce huge amounts of 
waste products each year. 

http://www.wesleymission.org.au/publications/green_c/foe.asp (3 of 6) [6/06/2003 3:48:27 PM]



FRIENDS OF THE EARTH 

Logo from FOE leaflet, World Environment Day, 5/6/93. 

In 1993 Newcastle sent 150,000 tonnes of garbage to the dump. In order to conserve limited landfill 
space, council decided to aim to reduce this figure to 80,000 tonnes by the year 2000. This figure, 
however, proved to be unrealistic. By 2001, 85% of households were recycling 30,000 tonnes each year, 
but still throw out 150,000 tonnes of garbage. 

It was widely recognised that past levels of waste disposal in landfill were not sustainable. In 1995 the 
NSW Government passed the Waste Minimisation and Management Act, which established Regional 
Waste Boards to undertake the following functions: 

●     Coordinate waste services in the region 
●     Ensure Council adopts efficient waste management practices and policies 
●     Ensure Council operates in accordance with the principles of ecologically sustainable 

development. 

Public awareness of the need to recycle has grown significantly during the last decade. The attitude of 
local Council has also radically changed. Waste disposal is no longer a matter of finding a convenient 
spot to dump it and then smoothing some topsoil over the surface. Growing affluence, which encourages 
conspicuous consumption, has to some extent offset these gains. The "shop till you drop" mentality of 
many people is still alive and well. 
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Can U Recycle? Designed by Elizabeth de Souza
Winner of Newcastle City Council 2001 School's Recycling Poster Competition. 
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1. Green Corps 

Green Corps is a six-month youth development experience for 17 to 20 year old Australians, and is 
managed by Conservation Volunteers Australia on behalf of the Commonwealth Government. Green 
Corps offers unique work experience, accredited training and leadership development across Australia. 
Green Corps have propagated and planted more than 4 million plants, removed 44 thousand hectares of 
invasive weed, constructed more than one thousand kilometres of fencing and collected more than 13 
thousand kilometres of native seed. The experiences the participants receive have proved to be the start 
of many careers. These include: 

●     · Park ranger with national parks 
●     · Veterinary nurse 
●     · Landscaping apprentice 
●     · Motor mechanic 
●     · Website designer 

Green Corps began in Newcastle at the beginning of 2001, and also became the planning centre for areas 
outside of Newcastle as far away as Coffs Harbour. Before they were established in Newcastle, projects 
for the Newcastle area were planned out of their Sydney headquarters. 

Green Corps projects in Newcastle include: 

Stockton Beach  Assist with dune rehabilitation on this magnificent beach near 

Newcastle  with evasive weed control and weed surveying 

Warners Bay  Revegetation of the riparian zones of North Creek and its tributary in the 
Warners Bay subcatchment of Lake Macquarie. This essential project in a 
beautiful area will provide an area for environmental education for the 
nearby school 

Raymond Terrace  The project work includes tree planting, weed control, path and walking 
track construction and maintenance. Also, projects at the Hunter Region 
Botanic Gardens. The work involves the development of the new walking 
tracks, planting areas and propagation of native seeding for the use in the 
gardens 

Adamstown Heights  This project involves the protection of the area by increasing the bio-
diversity and establishing buffer zones in areas of significance or 
disturbance. Tree planting, selective weeding, assistance with a community 
awareness campaign will form an important element of the project. 
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Newcastle  At the rear of the Palais Youth Venue in Hunter Street, there is now a small 
garden of native plants in the area adjacent to the railway line. What was 
once a desolate area, home to many weeds, has been transformed by a Green 
Corps team. It has become a user-friendly space for the young people who 
come to the Palais. Hopefully, once the trees and shrubs grow, birds will 
return to the area 

Green Corps at the Palais Royale Youth Venue, October 2001 

2. Green Reserve 

Green Reserve is a work experience initiative funded by the Federal Government and managed by 
Conservation Volunteers Australia. Green Reserve involves jobseekers over the age of 35 who are 
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willing to commit to two days per week to an environmental project for a period of six months. Projects 
are specifically developed to provide mature-aged volunteers with the opportunity to contribute their 
skills and experience in ways that may complement the more intensive labour contributions of Green 
Corps or traditional volunteer teams. No special skills or experience is necessary, as all training is 
provided. 

Projects are developed with a particular focus drawn from one of the Green Reserve sub-programs. These 
programs include: 

●     Greenways- walking tracks, recreational trails, cycle paths; assessing, maintaining and improving 
the tracks, surveying users 

●     Waterways - creeks, streams, wetlands; water quality monitoring testing and protection, flora and 
fauna surveying, bird counts 

●     Energywise - helping to achieve more efficient energy use through energy audits, recycling 
programs 

●     Urban Wilderness - protecting and improving pockets of remnant vegetation in urban areas; flora 
and fauna surveying, surveying and monitoring impacts, fencing, access control 

●     Country Care - habitat protection and enhancement in and adjacent to rural communities; plant 
identification, weed mapping and control, feral animal surveying, construction of nesting boxes 

●     Hands On Heritage - research, data collection and entry, protection and restoration of heritage 
sites, sorting and classification of artefacts 

●     Cleaner Coasts - coastal impact surveys, beach and dune access control, assisting Coastcare 
groups, rock pool surveys 

●     Community Friends - surveying community needs to support local projects. 

One of the first projects in Newcastle was restoration works on the Fernleigh Track, a cycleway to run 
from Adamstown to Belmont. The initiative involves restoration of the track and a community awareness 
program. Project spokesman, Mr John Williams said of the project: "It gives the participants the 
satisfaction of knowing their skills and experience are preserving our environment for future 
generations." 
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Photo courtesy of Angela Scales 
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In 1804 Newcastle was established as a convict settlement mainly for those convicts who had proven 
troublesome in the south. Convicts undertook coal mining in the vicinity of Newcastle and along the 
coastline as far south as Glenrock Lagoon. Underground mining during World War II uncovered a 
number of relics from this era in the vicinity of Glenrock. 

 

In 1825 Newcastle became a free town. Dr James Mitchell became the owner of the Burwood Estate, 
which incorporated land from Glenrock Lagoon to the Junction. An underground coal mine was 
established on the south-western bank of Glenrock Lagoon and it began production in 1851. In 1894 the 
Scottish Australian Mining Company purchased the mine from the Burwood Coal Company. The Broken 
Hill Proprietary Company purchased the land and the leases in the 1930s. 
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Picnickers, including groups of school children, began visiting the area well over 100 years ago. Sir 
Philip Game, the Governor of NSW, in 1932, officially opened a scout camp on the southern side of the 
lagoon. 

In September 1941 the Mayor of Newcastle, Ald Young, announced the council's acquisition of 280 
acres of land in the vicinity of Glenrock Lagoon. The land "which slowly faced destruction by vandals 
and timber thieves, will now be preserved in its natural state and may ultimately become the National 
Park of Newcastle." The Mayor said: "I believe its development as a picnic ground and beauty spot will 
bring pleasure to thousands." 

Mr Patterson, the Parks and Building Surveyor, said "[d]estruction of trees has robbed the area of most of 
its birds. At one time it was the haunt of lyrebirds and green pheasants. By planting many of the types of 
trees which have been destroyed, as well as bottlebrush, we plan to restore the bird life of the reserve." It 
was suggested that "Scouts should be enrolled as honorary rangers and guides. Visitors could be shown 
points of interest by the Scouts." 

At one time the Lands Department planned to allocate the area to a Newcastle resident for a zoological 
park but the proposal lapsed. The area lay within the boundary of Lake Macquarie Shire Council, which 
agreed to transfer 280 acres of land south of Merewether as a bushland reservation to Newcastle Council. 
As far as Newcastle was concerned, this wasn't all good news. Ald Norris said: "The water running into 
Glenrock Lagoon was unsafe for drinking purposes. I know it is a beautiful area, but it is polluted from 
one end to another. Clearing up this reserve will cost a lot of money. The biggest trouble is the sewage 
emptying on to our beaches which, at times, is driven back to Glenrock Lagoon. Drainage from 
unsewered areas, beginning at Charlestown, also runs into the creeks and pollutes them." 

The Mayor, Ald Young, was either a more far-sighted person or was less aware of the problems. He said 
he was surprised to hear these remarks, and added that "…[t]he acquisition of this land will be a fine 
thing for the district. It is not only a beauty spot but will also make an ideal picnic ground. In time it may 
become a zoological garden. I would not like it to get out that we are taking over something that is a 
danger to health." 

Ald McLagan disagreed and said: "People know the full facts. I know the history of several cases of 
infectious disease being linked up with Glenrock Lagoon." Ald Dunkley "warned the council that the 
area might be lost unless immediate action was taken. When the council acquired the land, improvements 
would be made. There was no need to drink water from the creek as city water could be laid on at no 
great expense." 

In the end, this view prevailed and council accepted the land, thereby laying the basis of what was to 
become Glenrock Recreation Area. Almost fifty years later, however, water pollution remained a 
problem. In 1989 it was reported that faecal coliform levels at Glenrock were 12 times higher than the 
maximum allowable under health guidelines, making it the most polluted beach in the region. No regular 
testing was reportedly undertaken in Glenrock Lagoon, an area frequently used by children at the nearby 
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Scouts camp, but parents often blamed water pollution for bouts of sickness among the campers. 

Mr Jenkins, the chief chemist for the Hunter Water Board, responded to these concerns. "The lagoon 
could be polluted and I would not be prepared to swim in it." He went on to say that when there was an 
overload in the sewers following heavy rain, the overload discharged into the creek. Water quality, 
however, in nearby beaches "would improve substantially in mid 1989 when the new one and a half 
kilometre ocean outfall off Burwood Beach was used to discharge the sewage." 

Following the establishment of the Northern Parks and Playgrounds Movement in Newcastle in 1951, 
there were various proposals to enlarge the coastal park in the area around Glenrock Lagoon. In the 
1960s the Newcastle Flora and Fauna Protection Society also began to lobby the State Government to 
have the area declared a State Recreation Area (SRA). 

The Northumberland County Council in 1952 recommended that the area should be reserved for 
recreation and open space purposes. The county planner thought it could form part of the city's natural 
greening belt; however the concept got little support from local councils. In 1950, 89ha of Crown Land 
was gazetted for recreation and preservation of native flora. Known as Flaggy Creek Reserve, a trust was 
established in 1952 to administer it. When the Northumberland County Planning Scheme was proclaimed 
in 1960, the Flaggy Creek Reserve was zoned as open space while the remaining areas were reserved for 
Special Uses, open space or zoned non-urban. 

When a branch of the Flora and Fauna Protection Society was established in Newcastle during 1960, Joe 
Richley said "[i]t was unfortunate the society had not been in existence to prevent the destruction of a 
former rain forest at Glenrock Lagoon." 

In 1980 the NSW Planning and Environment Commission, Lake Macquarie Municipal Council and 
Newcastle City Council released a study which examined the coastal strip between Merewether and 
Swansea. They found the area of the present proposal to be of great conservation and recreational 
significance, and recommended that the proposal be gazetted a major recreational area. 

The major coastal parkland stretching from Merewether to Belmont came closer to fruition in February 
1981. A study outlining the most appropriate zonings for the coastal parkland recommended the land 
between Merewether and Dudley and around Jewells Swamp into a possible SRA and the extension of 
the Awabakal Nature Reserve. Emphasis was put on the specific controls of future developments. 
Newcastle City Council's works and planning committee recommended policies in the study be adopted 
by council. 

During the 1970s there was a proposal to have a coal loader, with an associated coal dump, on the coast 
near Glenrock. Residential development was proposed for other areas. John Dorman, Kevin McDonald, 
Doug Lithgow and others opposed these developments and began to carry out extensive research on the 
flora and fauna of the area. In October 1983 their findings were published in a booklet titled Glenrock 
Natural History, which listed all the flora and fauna in the area. They argued the area should not be 
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developed for housing, but rather should be declared a State Recreation Area. 

On March 29 ,1985, Bob Carr, the Minister for Planning and Environment, announced that the land 
would be preserved as the Glenrock State Recreation Area. This decision marked the accomplishment of 
years of lobbying, petitions and environmental studies from many individuals and groups. The intention 
to preserve Glenrock was talked about as early as the 1950s, but took more than 30 years to come to 
fruition. The land could never be bulldozed or built on, and this pleased most involved. 

Conservation groups who had been involved in the proposal for many years, formed the Glenrock 
Community Advisory Committee in 1985. The committee's main roles were: to continue to act as a 
pressure group, to advise on the management of the area, and to act as an information and liaison group. 
The committee included about 18 groups, ranging from The Australian Conservation Foundation to the 
Hunter Bird Observers Club. 

Doug Lithgow, the president of the Northern Parks and Playground Movement, had been involved with 
the proposal since the 1950s. Mr Lithgow said the area had stood dormant for so long because of the 
Northumberland County Council recommendation that it should form the Greenbelt for Newcastle. He 
said: "I think that the only way to manage Glenrock and other areas is to form a network of people, bring 
the area under management and include the other areas as they become available." 

In 1985 BHP and the State Government agreed on the transfer to the Glenrock State Recreation Area of 
130ha of coastal land owned by the company. The land, between Glenrock Lagoon and the northern end 
of Dudley Beach, will be more than 25% of the 500ha recreation area. In return, BHP will be given 
freehold title to several areas of Crown Land for which it holds mining purposes leases in the northern 
Lake Macquarie area. 

By 1986 Glenrock SRA had still not been gazetted, and moves to protect the area were plagued by a 
number of ongoing problems. These included: the indiscriminate dumping of rubbish throughout the 
area, continued quarrying by Newcastle City Council, mine subsidence problems, allegations of 
environmental damage caused by the Hunter District Water Board's upgrading of its sewerage facilities at 
Burwood Beach, erosion, four wheel drive and trailbike damage, and the mining proposal for Burwood 
Beach. 

Ifinally, in July 1986, 150ha of Glenrock was gazetted. This move brought the area under proper 
management to protect natural, archaeological and recreational values for the people of Newcastle in 
perpetuity. The significance of this gazettal is that the protection of the area was vested in the NSW 
Parks and Wildlife Service, a statutory body charged by Act of Parliament with the responsibility of 
guarding our natural heritage and providing recreational facilities. 

A walking trail form Kahibah to Burwood Beach was opened in January 1987. The Yeularbah Walking 
Track begins at Flaggy Creek, near Burwood Road in Kahibah, and ends near the Glenrock Lagoon 
Scout Camp. The track cost $20,000 to establish. Construction on the track was started in 1984, and 
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Newcastle City Council agreed to give its full support. The NCC also decided to help with the work by 
providing concrete culverts off-cuts for drainage channels. 

A parcel of land owned by Ken Bailey was situated on the northern side of Glenrock Reserve. In 1982 he 
requested the land be rezoned for residential purposes. Two years later Newcastle City Council agreed to 
the rezoning of part of it. Following protests, in June 1986 the Member for Charlestown, Richard Face, 
said ; "negotiation to buy one of the Bailey properties were all but resolved. There is a commitment by 
the government to the whole area." Two years later, however, the Herald reported that "the future of land 
at Merewether Heights rests in limbo while the State Government and Newcastle City Administration 
pass the buck between themselves." 

At this time Newcastle was without a council, the previous one having been dismissed by the State 
Government, and an administrator, Mr Saunders, had been appointed in its place. In 1987 he drafted a 
plan to rezone seven hectares of the 27 hectare lot, known as the Bailey land, to residential. There had 
been "community protest in late May 1987" when this plan had become public knowledge. 

The Newcastle ALP, along with 24 resident and environment groups and individuals, made submissions 
objecting to the rezoning proposal, arguing that the State Government should buy the land for inclusion 
in the Glenrock SRA. They criticised the Citizens Group and the Liberal Party for not making their views 
known and urged them to take a stand on the issue. Mrs Bond, from the Newcastle Hill Residents Group, 
said "she was dismayed that these groups had remained aloof and believed that if they had added their 
voices to the issue, the government would now have had the matter resolved…Mrs Suska Scobie, a 
member of the Glenrock Community Advisory Committee, said the government should put its money 
where its mouth was and buy the land." 

Six weeks later it was reported that "the State Government appears likely to buy the Bailey land 
adjoining Glenrock SRA and shortly after Bob Carr announced that the Government had made funds 
available for its purchase." 

Although improvements were made, a report in the Newcastle Herald in 1990 said, "the site was in a 
sorry state." This was due to the failure of BHP to "clear and maintain" it, which resulted in "grease, 
chitter (solid coal waste) and coal dust leaching into a creek that feeds Glenrock lagoon in the nearby 
State Recreation Area." 

A 40ha addition was made to Glenrock SRA in 1998. The new areas were in two parcels, one along the 
oceanfront at Burwood Beach bought from Hunter Water and another section sold by the Federal 
Government on the southern side of the Pacific Highway between Highfields and Merewether Heights. A 
spokesperson for Hunter Water said the updating of the sewage treatment plant at Burwood Beach had 
freed most of the land around the plant to be transferred to the park. 

The Glenrock SRA was given a new attraction in 1999 with the donation of the former Bailey's farm off 
Scenic Drive at Merewether Heights. The house was built in the 1920s and was owned by Mrs Olive 
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Bailey. The National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) manage the heritage site which was once used 
as an orchard and market garden, supplying food for the local mining community and to the rest of 
Newcastle. 

An article in the Newcastle Herald in 2000 stated that climbing roses and cottage garden imports were 
proving to be a nightmare for Flaggy Creek. Plants such as privet were choking native plants in bushland 
beside the creek that flows into Glenrock Lagoon. Volunteers were to tackle the weed problem on 
Australia's clean-up day, 5 March 2000. Greg Giles from Friends and Residents of Glenrock (FROG) 
said the group surveyed the area from the back of Charlestown swimming pool to the boundary of 
Glenrock SRA. They found more than 40 different weed species, more varieties than the native plants. 
Since then a group of volunteers has begun the huge task of removing weeds from the area. 

As part of a plan going back to the 1960s, various "Green" groups had hoped to have the Belmont 
Wetlands, south of Glenrock Lagoon, included in a larger coastal park. On 29 November 2001, "Belmont 
wetlands conservationists celebrated a sweet victory after Premier Bob Carr announced land at Belmont 
and West Wallsend would become part of an environmental reserve. There would be no residential 
development on 400ha of coastal sand dunes and forest, and more than 100ha of wetlands near Belmont." 
Land is to be handed over as part of a deal between BHP and the NSW Government. Lake Macquarie 
Coastal and Wetlands Alliance spokesperson Don Owers said the decision vindicated a struggle by 
residents to keep some 'breathing space' in the area. After fighting for five years "… we are delighted that 
there will be no residential development." It is hoped that a small eco-tourism facility will be established 
at the wetlands. 
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Recollection of events provided by Pat Keating, December 2001 

We were alerted to the proposal to build Sydney's second international airport on Kooragang Island in 
October 1998 when the media announced it as the solution to the anti-aircraft noise campaigns that were 
tearing Sydney apart. 

Early next morning, the local ABC station, 2NC, rang me to ask what the people of Stockton thought of 
the idea. I rashly declared that we would never agree to the ruination of our peaceful suburb and would 
fight it to the end. Asked what my organisation was called, I quickly blurted out the name 'Citizens 
Against Kooragang Airport' (CAKA), which is mainly memorable for its unfortunate acronym. Then I 
rang off, aware I had just pledged this organisation of one to a fight against the wealthy and well-
resourced company, Abi-Group and Supporters of Kooragang Island Airport (SKIA), made up of wealthy 
businessmen, developers and ex-politicians. 

However, I need not have worried. Within a few minutes, Norm and Esme Turnbull and Carmel Bennett 
had rung, and we had an executive. By evening we had dozens of supporters. We met within a few days 
and decided to start with an examination of the proponents of the airport and why they were backing this 
idea. 

We gathered all the glossy brochures and advertising data SKIA was churning out from its shop-front in 
King Street. This office, complete with a PR spokesperson and a secretary, was surrounded by big signs 
hailing the new deal for Newcastle and attracted much attention, as did the constant mail-out of 
propaganda. We had to counter their claims, but had only a few home computers and no office equipment. 
It seemed an unequal battle but we worked at turning out our plain information sheets and some posters to 
adorn shop windows and house fronts. The cost of photocopying was daunting, but our local State and 
Federal members, Bryce Gaudry and Allan Morris, came to our rescue. Then our local chemist, Nick 
Ferros, who had Stockton's only private photocopier, invited us to use it for free. Help was rolling in and 
we had passed the first hurdle - how to get information out while working on a very small budget. 

We bought documents from the Australian Securities and Investment Commission (ASIC) and learned the 
names of all Abi-group directors and major shareholders. It was interesting to note that there were none 
from Newcastle, they were mainly Sydney, interstate and overseas residents and companies. We decided 
that this was a useful propaganda tool to stir up Newcastle citizens. We then investigated SKIA and found 
a preponderance of conservative local politicians and big businesspeople who had building, transport and 
development interests. Again none of them resided anywhere near the city and all had the potential to be 
enriched by this venture. We had our first weapons of attack to ward off these outside invaders. 

We solved the problems of distribution by legwork. We letter-boxed all the close suburbs, handed out 
sheets at fairs, markets and shopping centres. We sent single copies to volunteers in more distant areas 
and introduced them to their long-suffering but willing local State and Federal members. We made 'No-
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Aircraft Noise' posters to go in shops and front windows of houses. We painted slogans and pictures of 
planes on sheeting and hung them from fences on roadsides, and decorated the city and its thoroughfares 
with our messages. One of our Ward one councillors borrowed a badge-making machine from her school 
and taught us how to use it and soon we were selling rather wobbly badges at a great rate. We wrote 
letters to the Editors of all papers and composed media releases refuting the statements of our opponents. 

We examined the SKIA brochures in detail and realised that this airport was to operate 24 hours a day 
with expected plane movements every three minutes. A curfew was to be placed on Sydney Airport and 
Kooragang would take all the night traffic as well as a big proportion of the day flights. All of the Hunter 
Valley, west to East Maitland, north to Port Stephens and south to Warners Bay would be affected in 
varying degrees. We knew that the noise nuisance would be unbearable in our suburbs of Fern Bay and 
Stockton, but needed definite information on noise patterns. We consulted Marrickville Council who sent 
us noise profiles of their area and the corresponding distances from aircraft noise sources. One of our 
members painstakingly superimposed maps of each area and eventually worked out the noise profile for 
Newcastle. Published in the Hunter papers under the title of 'CIRCLES OF PAIN', it caused a stir among 
those residents who had thought that this was a Stockton/Mayfield/Fern Bay problem only, and their 
suburbs were safe. 

We could not find out which areas would be resumed because they were directly under the flight path, 
and what the recompense payment would be. Then a sympathetic 'mole' as we say in espionage circles, 
gave us confidential documents that had been intended to pacify Port Stephens councillors worried about 
their constituents. These detailed the resumption of property most affected by noise. Many were expected- 
all North Stockton, The Stockton Developmental Disability Hospital, Wescott Aged Care facility in 
Stockton and St Joseph's Home for the Aged at Hexham. But as well, all of the 108 properties in the 
beautiful pastoral suburb of Black Hill and hundreds of houses on a line from Black Hill to Kooragang. 
This was to be the turning circles for take-offs and landings when the wind prevented a direct flight path 
out to sea. The noise circle of pain widened considerably and we were winning the public on the noise 
nuisance alone. 

Then we obtained a book by Paul Fitzgerald, The Sydney Airport Fiasco, detailing the terrible effects the 
Third Runway had on Sydney suburbs from Hunters Hill to Mascot. We learned about 'Kerosene Alley', 
the three kilometre wide path made by the burning off of aircraft fuel when landing and taking off. The 
smell of this carcinogenic mist was hated even more than the noise. Respiratory troubles and depressive 
illness increased because of this. People were advised to stay inside a sealed house for several minutes 
after a plane flew over and much money was spent on sealing and air-conditioning public buildings. 
Schools were ordered to keep their pupils under cover in this sealed environment all day, but that order 
was enforced for a mere three weeks as pupils and teachers went crazy and revolted against this 
incarceration. We added up the schools, the pre-schools and the aged care institutions and hospitals that 
would have to be sealed in the five km radius of our 'Circles of Pain' and published those statistics, with 
ominous references to the number of private homes that would be affected. 

The proponents increased the emphasis on their winning slogan - 'Jobs, Jobs, and More Jobs'. They 
promised a construction work force of 9,550 (we liked the pernickety accounting - down to the last 50) 
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and promised up to 75,000 direct and indirect jobs in the long term. Our Airport Expert, Peter Morris, ex-
Minister for Aviation and Transport, now a director on the board of Williamtown airport among others, 
pointed out that Australia's biggest airport, Sydney, had a maximum work-force of 63,000 - so that 
Kooragang would be huge, if it was to employ more staff than Sydney. Peter questioned the veracity of 
the figures, but the jobs argument went down well in post-BHP Newcastle where many people were 
looking for work. 

Of course Abi-group kept quiet about their intended removal of what they considered dangerous and 
intrusive industries from Kooragang and nearby industrial areas. The only other suitable deep-sea port 
was Gladstone in Queensland, so the relocation would result in a loss of a thousand odd local jobs and 
greatly diminish Newcastle port. Similarly the closure of the domestic airport at Williamtown and 
downsizing the RAAF base would have to follow. The workforces of both areas were not amused. But the 
word 'jobs' still won over many. 

The battle waxed fiercely on the environmental front. Abi-group admitted that the Ramsar status 
Kooragang Bird Sanctuary was important for our overseas image, and so they would spend lots of money 
moving it inland. We offered to travel to China, Siberia, Japan and Canada to find out how to construct 
signs in appropriate languages so that the birds would turn left at the Hunter mouth and fly inland, by-
passing the roosts they had used for countless years. 

Our Bird Expert, Dr Max Maddock, from the Wetlands Society, put out eleven beautifully printed sheets 
on the major species that frequented the Hunter and the huge numbers in which they flocked. He also 
pointed out that jets flying through these flocks were in peril of crashing as bird-strike and the ingesting 
of the birds into the jet engines was a major cause of aircraft accidents. The Shortland and Kooragang 
Wetlands teams sent us invaluable information on the flora and fauna that would disappear forever as the 
low-flying aircraft sprayed these fragile eco-systems with the carbonised benzene mixture. 

The professional fishermen, the oyster growers association and the Hunter River prawners pointed out 
that damaging the breeding grounds by destroying the water quality in the river and its waterways would 
put an end to their industries, not only here but right up the coast as the Hunter is a nursery for prawns, 
fish and crustaceans. They were angered that years of work cleaning up the polluted river would now be 
nullified. 

Another expert whose speciality is surfing and whose knowledge of the beaches and the coastal seas is 
encyclopaedic is Nobby Edwards of the Surfriders Association. He rallied members from all over the 
eastern seaboard. His impassioned speech at our first public meeting, on 3 May 1999, was a triumph and 
swung the youth of the area to our cause. 

The siting of the runways and the declaration that the winds were almost always from the east had us 
search out an expert from the University faculties of Aviation and Meteorology, Martin Babakhan, who 
supplied us with detailed records and wind patterns for the whole area. Our local expert on Aviation, 
Bruce Niblett, who had retired to Stockton after 26 years with the RAAF, explained the routes that must 
be taken with each change of wind direction - and demolished Abi-group's claim that jets would fly "[i]n 
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and out over Stockton only". Merewether and Maitland began to feel wary. 

Bruce also alerted us to the fact that the huge coal stockpiles that are massed on the island were a major 
danger to the jets. Coal dust is ingested by jet engines, clogging the delicate mechanisms and causing 
crashes. Abi-group's solution was that Hunter coal must be transported by train or truck to Queensland to 
be shipped from Gladstone. When told that the mine owners would not tolerate that extra expense, SKIA 
came up with the idea of moving the Stockton Centre for the Mentally Disadvantaged from its site on the 
peninsular, replacing the hospital with coal stock-piles and wharves in order to save the Hunter the 
enormous loss of port revenue. We pointed out that the North arm of the river was too shallow to 
accommodate the huge cargo ships, so they announced it would be dredged, repeating their boast of "We 
talk in billions of dollars, not millions. Nothing is too expensive for us". They obviously still held fast to 
the belief that the northerly winds did not exist and that by dumping the coal less than two kms north of 
the airport, they had removed the danger of coal dust ingestion. 

Another of Abi-group's selling points was the Very Fast Train (VFT) to Sydney. This was an integral 
requirement for setting up the airport. Also, as Abi-group boasted, not only would it get passengers to 
Chatswood (we still don't know why this suburb was chosen as a destination) in 44 minutes, but it would 
make Sydney so quickly accessible that Novocastrians could regard it as our shopping and entertainment 
centre. Some senior citizens were over joyed! They could pop down to Sydney for morning tea with the 
kids every day or so, on their three dollar concession ticket. 

Abi-group did not mention in their brochures that the ticket cost would be closer to $400 return - and 
there would be no concessions. The estimated cost for VFT rail system would be approximately two 
billion dollars, and that necessitated a $500 fare increase on every trip to Sydney through Kooragang. The 
airport's real customers were the airline companies, and they were not pleased. The necessity for each of 
them to duplicate in North Stockton the same storage and repair depots that they already had at Mascot, 
the inconvenience of this out-of the way stop for their flight crews, plus the added cost of Sydney tickets, 
led them to prophesy that Melbourne and Brisbane would be far more attractive destinations for their 
passengers than Sydney. 

Our local Federal member, Alan Morris, spoke to the two VFT construction firms, Speedrail and Maglev. 
Neither had been seriously consulted by Abi-group but their names were used in advertisements. The 
difficulties of the terrain in the sandstone area of Gosford were a major drawback for both systems. The 
rail would most likely be forced underground from Wyong South by this, plus the fact that land 
resumptions in Sydney for a second aboveground system would be massive. The project seemed to be 
more fantasy than fact. 

John Anderson, Federal Minister for Aviation and Transport, answered our letters with firm assurances 
that the Sydney International Airport would not be built outside a 50km radius of the city centre. The 
Prime Minister's letters agreed, though not quite as forcefully. Only the MPs from Western Sydney 
appeared to want Kooragang. The mystery deepened. Why was Abi-group continuing to pour money into 
boosting Kooragang when no one thought it could happen? 
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In June 1999 SKIA proposed a scheme that at first seemed likely to win support for their airport but 
ended up alienating hundreds. SKIA announced a competition for school children. It involved an essay 
pointing out the wonderful advantages accruing to the city from having the new Sydney International 
Airport on Kooragang. The prize would be a fortnight's holiday in New Zealand for a whole family, all 
expenses paid and the essay published in newspapers. A glittering prize indeed! The media gave it 
enthusiastic coverage, but many horrified parents and teachers rang us, sending us dodgers that were 
being distributed to each school child. The judge was to be the big developer who was the head of SKIA. 
We wrote to the executives of the local Public and Catholic schools systems, pointing out that such 
commercialism was against the stated principles of both systems and that the topic was already causing 
community divisions and so should not be encouraged in schools. They both banned any further 
participation in the competition in their schools. The furore in the papers grew as people protested against 
using children to further commercial interests. SKIA offered to rewrite the promotional material and even 
offered us a say, but we refused, and were content to reap the benefits of the failure of this attempt to 
involve children in a propaganda venture. 

Finally they paid a top reporter from the Newcastle Herald to spend a few weeks in Manchester, England 
to find out how their residents reacted to having an airport in their city limits. Naturally, on the old 
principle of the piper being paid to play the right tune, he came back in June 2000 with reports of how 
delighted the Manchurians were with the noise and the smell. We suggested that he now go to Sydney, at 
much less expense, to ask the Sydneysiders why they had 'No Airport Noise' groups springing up in every 
suburb. Neither the paper nor the proponents took up the suggestions. 

I have included all these issues to show how a community can win through. Hard cold facts, not appeals 
to sentiment, win arguments but the facts must be right. So we sought and found experts to counter each 
claim put forward by the proponents. These experts not only supplied us with information but also came 
to speak at our big public meetings. The first, at Stockton on 3 May 1999, attracted about 400 people who 
heard the member for Paterson call for an enquiry into the airport proposal, saying the airport's backers 
were heavily lobbying in Canberra without first knowing the wishes of the people affected by the plan. 

The second public meeting was held in the City Hall with more than 800 people in attendance. 
Surprisingly the event received little coverage from the Newcastle Herald but did attract better coverage 
from radio and television media. Peter Morris told the meeting "[t]he proposal at its best is fanciful and at 
its worst is ludicrous. Thousands of people in the region were being caused needless worry about the 
prospects of the airport being constructed in Newcastle." The Lord Mayor, Greg Heys said the council 
was concerned about the environmental impact of the proposal while Alan Morris, member for Newcastle 
said: "I have no doubt the proposal will sink. There's no real substance to it." As well as giving our 
campaign publicity, many people at the meeting made much needed donations to defray our expenses. 

Pat Keating received loud applause when she told the meeting that over 5000 people had signed a petition 
opposing the airport. "[I]t will affect our way of life, our environment and our community. We're telling 
them the proposal is unacceptable." 
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We discovered that the media must be used, even if at first the talkback radio jocks, the editorials and 
articles in the papers are against the protesters. It is no good gathering wonderful arguments if no one 
hears them. The ABC is always impartial and gives both sides a hearing and that often leads to a follow-
up by other media. Letters to the Editor are a useful way to stir up interest and get a message across. 
Rallies complete with lots of gaudy banners attract TV cameras and reporters. We never refused a request 
to give an interview or to address a meeting. It was hard and constant work, but it was also fun. 

Our CAKA meetings were informal but useful sources for new ideas. Each member seemed to have a 
special bent - some were computer experts, some could design posters to go in shop windows, some could 
write excellent articles and letters, but all came up with bright ideas and all carried out the hard slog of 
letterboxing, etc. 

We found allies in unexpected places. We even found two balladeers, Roma Duff and David Ross, who 
wrote protest songs and sang them at meetings and rallies. We were surprised at the help from the Sydney 
Councils, especially Marrickville, who could have refused to help and tried to foist their noise problems 
onto us. They not only answered our questions but also sent scads of useful material. The author of the 
third runway book, Paul Fitzgerald, spoke at our meeting and continued to send names of contacts such as 
respiratory and mental health doctors to use as contacts. Local councils and most local politicians assisted 
us in many ways. We were helped by hundreds of ordinary folk as well, and that groundswell of support 
drove the airport away. 
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By mid-1999, the airport proposal had hit a few snags. 

Community silence on a proposal is taken as consent. So our campaign was necessary, even if the 
reluctance of the International Airlines to detour to Kooragang was a big factor. The campaign led to our 
organisation being treated with respect, and encouraged us to go on to fight other battles. Starting without 
money and expertise we were able to gather enough help to drive the threat away. Any mention of the 
Kooragang International Airport now causes derision instead of fear and that was perhaps our ultimate 
aim. 
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FLORA AND FAUNA PROTECTION SOCIETY 

The Newcastle branch of the Flora and Fauna Protection Society was formed at the public meeting 
presided over by Lord Mayor Ald. Purdue on April 4 1960. The 70-strong attendance was seen as an 
indication of support for the society's objectives of organising a community effort to preserve natural 
bushland and encourage home owners to protect natural flora. Aldermen Purdue stated that "[t]here has 
been too much indiscriminate destruction of beautiful trees. Many people clear every vestige of growth 
off allotments before erecting homes." 

Mr R. Bennett, past President of the NSW Wildlife Society, said the Fauna Protection Act (1948) was 
one of the best pieces of legislation introduced in Australia. There was consternation expressed over the 
lack of knowledge and appreciation of native animals. "These things will not be there in future decades if 
we don't wake up and preserve our natural areas." Mr Roy Whalan, who was elected President of the 
branch, said the response to the meeting provided justification for a natural flora and fauna park in 
Newcastle. 

In May 1981 the Society celebrated its 21st birthday. The president, Don Morris, reportedly considered 
the biggest achievement of the society to be the work it had done to have a reserve declared at 
Kooragang Island and Fullerton Cove. The society had worked for the reserve since 1969. 

The Flora and Fauna Protection Society produced the Hunter Natural History journal every year. This 
invaluable resource is widely recognised by schools and planning bodies as a primary source of 
background on the natural history of the Hunter. 

Interview with Wilf Dews 

Born in 1909 at Teralba, Wilf Dews has spent half of his life as a volunteer working for environmental 
groups in New South Wales. The first half of his life he worked in coal mines for BHP. During the 1950s 
he became a member of The National Parks and Playgrounds Association. He helped to start the Flora 
and Fauna Protection Society in Newcastle in April 1960. 

Mr Dews wanted to teach people about the bush and how much it meant to Australia. In addition to 
donating native trees to schools, the society sourced book prizes from the local community and provided 
them as prizes for the best school projects on native flora and fauna. The activities of the Flora and Fauna 
Society were well patronised by people from all walks of life. Wilf Dews' philosophy is based on what he 
calls the three E's; namely education, encouragement and example. 

Members of the Flora and Fauna Society were heavily involved in many campaigns throughout the 1960s 
and 1970s, including the lengthy campaign that stopped the proposed highway from going through 
Blackbutt Reserve. These days Mr Dews is a member of the Warners Bay Senior Citizens group. In this 
capacity he donates trees to schools and (subject to council approval) plants trees on the streets. 
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At the age of 92 Mr Dews is still an active gardener at the retirement village where he lives. He has kept 
many photos and records relating to the Flora and Fauna Society and is, with the assistance of his 
daughter, compiling a history to be published in the near future. 

Life's Work: Environmentalist Wilfred Dews with an old friend at Lake Macquarie after receiving the 
inaugural Hunter Environfest Award for excellence. 
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THE NEWCASTLE SMOKE ABATEMENT CAMPAIGN 

As industry developed in Newcastle, so did the incidence of pollution. The problems associated with 
water pollution will be dealt with elsewhere. This chapter will give an outline of the local response to air 
pollution. 

Joseph Parry described Newcastle in 1859 as a town where "… the streets were strewn with coal dust all 
day and every day", and as industry expanded in the following decades, the problem only got worse. 
People knew that the opening of B.H.P. in 1915 would exacerbate the problem, however "… local 
business welcomed the steelworks and workers were only too glad to accept its jobs. Pollution was seen 
as a necessary price of progress." 

 

While the Newcastle Morning Herald (NMH) remained silent on the issue, the Newcastle Sun was 
prepared to discuss the problem. In 1921 it observed that "[s]moke pours from the factory and workshop, 
unchecked, and hangs over the city and suburbs like a pall. Day and night the Steel Works and subsidiary 
industries contribute to the great cloud which contaminates the atmosphere and chokes the nostrils." 

Fifteen months later an economic downturn resulted in a closure of the steel works for almost a year and 
the Sun changed its perspective. Responding to a rumour that production was to recommence, it 
remarked that "[i]t will be a glad day when the reverberating rumble of the rolling mills is heard again, 
where now smokeless stacks arise from a dead city of steel, and thousands of depressed men eat the 
bread of idleness." In short, the social cost of eliminating pollution was deemed to be too high. 
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As Newcastle gradually recovered from the Depression in the mid to late 1930's, the level of pollution 
inevitably increased. By October 1937, the Sun stated that "…a great many Newcastle people, especially 
those living near the seats of the smoke nuisance, scarcely dare open their windows". 

By the 1860s industry in Sydney had grown to such an extent that air pollution was a huge problem, so 
much so that the NSW Parliament in 1866 enacted a law for "…abating the nuisance arising from the 
smoke of furnaces." In 1902 it was replaced by the Smoke Nuisance Abatement Act which remained in 
force until 1961. The Local Government Act of 1919 also gave local municipalities the "…power to 
control and regulate furnaces and chimneys, and the emissions of smoke." The various municipal 
councils in Newcastle, however, felt constrained in opposing any new industries that would provide 
work, no matter what pollution they were likely to cause. At a time when thousands of Novocastrians 
were living in poverty, the inconvenience caused by smoke and dust was considered a minor price to pay 
if it meant an escape from poverty for many families. 

By 1941 there was virtually no unemployment in Newcastle and attitudes had begun to change. In 
response to complaints from nearby residents and a recommendation from their health inspector, the 
Newcastle City Council voted to take legal action against Newbold's Refractories for creating excessive 
smoke. Two months later the company was found guilty of having made insufficient attempts to reduce 
smoke and as a result they were fined a small amount. The fine could have been larger, and maybe would 
have, if not for the manager of the company arguing that Newbold's was operating at full capacity and 
that most of the output was for the war effort. 

This argument continued to be put forward for the duration of the war. In 1942 there were complaints 
from residents in Mayfield, prompting Newcastle City Council to debate whether or not it should 
prosecute firms for excess smoke if they were involved in production for the war effort. Some 
councillors said that the war effort should take precedence over everything else, but a majority decided 
that the council would prosecute "…if no attempt was being made to mitigate the smoke nuisance." The 
issue came up in council again in March following complaints from residents in Waratah concerning 
constant smoke from the pottery works on Turton Rd. Ald R. Higgins stated that "…smoke from the 
pottery works should not be allowed to spoil the beauty of houses in Waratah." The threat of prosecution 
did prompt some firms to take action. In April 1942 the NMH reported that Silcocks pottery works had 
spent large amounts of money in an attempt to abate some of the smoke. 

Approaches were also made to local state members of the NSW Parliament who, in turn, raised the issue 
with the Minister for Health. At the time Singapore had just fallen and the Japanese Army was headed to 
Australia. The Minister obviously had other priorities and told Novocastrians that "…the smoke nuisance 
has been in existence for years and although it has increased in recent months by increased production it 
can only be endured for the duration of the war." 

The novelist, Dymphna Cusack, came to live in Newcastle at the beginning of 1942. Her novel, Southern 
Steel, was published in 1953. Set in Newcastle during the war years, it described the city as appearing 
"deceptively quiet under its workerday haze. The luminous clouds that rose above the smoke-stacks of 
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the steel works showed no perceptible movement". 

During 1943 there are regular reports in the Herald concerning complaints from residents about noise, 
dust and smoke. The situation became so bad that one engineering works made an official complaint 
because the dust and grit was causing damage to its machinery. Complaints from residents at Mayfield 
West lead to three aldermen arranging a conference with the management of Comsteel and Newbold's 
Ltd. At Newbold's, aldermen were assured that all was being done to reduce smoke. Nineteen small 
stacks, or chimneys, had been converted into two large ones, hence reducing emissions. Comsteel said 
the firm "… was anxious to cooperate, but was engaged 24 hours a day on war work and could not close 
down its plant" . 

Trade unions were concerned with the issues relating to pollution. Their members were exposed to dust, 
smoke and fumes on a daily basis. The Moulders Union in particular was becoming increasingly 
concerned about the health of their members. A report was prepared and the president of the union, Mr J. 
Wilson, said it "…indicated a definite increase in the effects of silicosis and certain bronchial complaints. 
The union had become alarmed at the rate of absenteeism caused by foundry conditions. Ventilation was 
unsatisfactory and dust contained a high content of silica. It was in the interests of the men but also of the 
industry that an effort be made immediately to improve conditions." 

Following the receipt of a petition signed by 30 residents in Mayfield, the Deputy Health Inspector 
carried out an investigation of local industries. He recommended that council take no action because the 
firms were engaged exclusively on defence works. 

One of the aldermen however was not happy with the report and "suggested that the City solicitor be 
asked for a report on what constituted a public nuisance" . This was adopted by the council, who also 
asked for a legal opinion on whether council could do anything to force the Department of Railways to 
carry out measures to abate the smoke coming from Zara Street power house. 

By 1946 firms could no longer use the war as an excuse for the vast amount of pollution and therefore 
were facing mounting community pressure to do something about it. In January 1946 the General 
Manager of Comsteel, Mr W.E. Clegg, told a deputation from the Mayfield West Citizens Civic 
Association that the company planned to spend £ 60,000 on the construction of two new furnaces. He 
went on to assure local residents that the company "…was doing all it could to keep dust, smoke, and 
noise under control." 

In the 1940s private enterprise was obviously not the only contributor towards pollution levels, which 
were making Newcastle one of the dirtiest cities in Australia. One of the worst offenders was the Zara St 
Power Station. The NMH had shown some reluctance to take up the issue of residents concern over 
pollution from private industry but this reluctance vanished when local businesspeople decided to protest 
about pollution from the Power Station. In a major article headed Business Men Revolt Against Zara St 
Soot, it catalogued the damage being done to persons and property in the city as a result of power station 
operations. 
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●     Sore and inflamed eyes 
●     Damage to retailers stock 
●     Filthy office records 
●     Clerks working in the heat because they couldn't open windows 
●     Contamination of food. 

The power station operated under the administration of the New South Wales Railway Department. A 
spokesperson for the department said, "…the most modern machinery available in Australia is in use at 
the Zara St Station to trap the soot, but where there are powerhouses there must be fine dust escaping." 
The Lord Mayor Ald Norris responded with an inspection of the area. "It is a matter that will have to be 
remedied and at once…[and it is] time the railway department prevented the showers of soot and cinders 
from being strewn over the city." The president of the Retail Traders Association, Alderman F.J. Cane, 
agreed with the Mayor. "It is about time something was done to rectify the situation. Tremendous 
damage is being done to stock and allowances have to be made when they are sold." The next day it was 
reported in the Herald that Mayor Norris intended to ask the Minister for the Local 

Graphic from the pamphlet by Merv Copley, "Eliminate that Smoke". 1957 

Government, Mr Cahill, to confer with the power station to endeavour to end the nuisance caused by soot 
and grit. 

In 1947 the Mayfield, Waratah and Georgetown branches of the Communist Party represented an active 
pressure group working to reduce pollution in Newcastle. These branches combined to generate a 2000 
signature petition, which was presented to council. The Chairman of the Newcastle Health Committee, 
Alderman Purdue, addressed the members of the party in response to this petition. Alderman Purdue 
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argued that it was wood and coal fires used in Newcastle's 32,000 homes that were to blame for most of 
the pollution. He suggested the use of gas and electric fires as a solution to this problem. 

The Waratah - Mayfield communist party were far from satisfied with this response. Vera Deacon, a 
particularly active young member of the party, was of the conviction that "[s]omething should be done to 
clear up the nuisance before the 150th anniversary celebrations in 1947. The people of Newcastle should 
have as their aim to make Newcastle the cleanest of the industrial cities." A further statement by 
Alderman Purdue that much had already been done by the council and the committee to clear up the 
nuisance did little to reduce public concern. 

In August 1947Ald. Purdue, at this time chairman of the Greater Newcastle Health Committee, 
responded to public pressure by submitting a scheme to set up an advisory panel on the smoke nuisance. 
The panel would consist of representatives of the Railway Department, shipping firms and other large 
industries. Ald. Purdue was quoted as saying; "I feel that if we can get the active cooperation of all the 
parties concerned we will do more towards eliminating the nuisance than we would with prosecutions." 

The Chief Health inspector, Mr Meddows, was more interested in proceeding directly with prosecution 
of industries failing to reduce smoke levels. Local health inspectors had been taking note of which 
industries in the district were creating a nuisance. Investigations were being made into reports of excess 
dust and smoke coming from the Broadmeadow locomotive depot. The coal being loaded there was from 
Maitland fields and was known to be amongst the worst kind for the release of smoke and dust into the 
atmosphere. 

Mr Meddows also compiled a list of the local businesses which he believed could be contributing to the 
pollution of the atmosphere. Waratah Brickyards, Wallsend Coke Ovens, Goninans & Co. Ltd, Pauls 
laundry, General Rubber, Steads Tyre Service, Wallsend Brick and Tile Co., White Swan laundry, Sports 
Dyers and Cleaners, Zara Street Powerhouse, BHP Co. Ltd., Rylands, Lysaght's, Stewarts and Lloyds, 
and Newcastle Chemical Company were all mentioned. Mr Meddows added that "[h]ousehold chimneys 
constitute a major factor in contributing to the emission of smoke and soot". This statement added to the 
controversy about how much home fires were to blame for the smoke nuisance. 

Plans were continuing for the setting up of an advisory panel on the smoke nuisance. On the 27 August 
1947, the council approved a plan by Alderman Purdue for a panel consisting of the Health Committee 
and one representative each from the Chamber of Manufacturers, Chamber of Commerce, Railway 
Authorities, Maritime Services Board and the Institute of Engineers. Although the panel was to act only 
in an advisory capacity, Alderman Purdue was beginning to show a stronger stance on the smoke 
problem, saying that "[i]f we find any industry is not giving its help in the matter, or is defiant, we will 
not hesitate to take legal action." 

The President of the Moulders union (Mr J Wilson) described a definite increase in the effects of silicosis 
and other foundry occupational diseases, including bronchial complaints. The increasing degree of 
atmospheric pollution during the 1940s meant that the risk of health problems like these was becoming a 
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concern not only for industry workers but for the general public as well. In 1943 the union submitted a 
report describing the effects of high levels of dust from foundries on workers health to the State Minister 
of Labour (Mr Hamilton Knight). 

There pressure on industry to reduce their level of emissions increased. In September 1947, a letter to the 
Greater Newcastle Health Committee from Newbold General Refractories Ltd. in Waratah informed the 
committee that any retarding of production because of ill-advised directions would have serious 
repercussions. "It is suggested that the council is not fully conversant with the importance of the industry 
to Australia … [and] any direction by the council detrimental to production would become more than a 
local matter, since the only alternative would be to import the bricks from England and America." This 
letter was in response to a notice from the council to abate smoke emissions. The letter also stated that 
the company had already spent more than £15,000 on smoke abatement, and Mr. A. R Newbold had been 
despatched to England and the Continent to study the latest methods of smoke abatement. The letter was 
forwarded to the Smoke Advisory Panel (SAP). 

Explanations like these at a time of war were very convincing. But now that the war was over, public 
pressure was mounting to abate the problem. The fact that people were experiencing severe discomfort 
and were at a risk of serious health problems could no longer be ignored. As an indication of the level of 
the problem, emissions from the Zara Street Powerhouse prompted the following response from 
Alderman Scott-Daisley after an inspection conducted with the Mayor (Alderman Norris). "Every second 
person we saw walking in Military Road was wiping his eyes. The air seemed to be full of cinders. It was 
noticeable to a very great extent in Hunter Street. Soot could even be seen in the gutters." 

Rapid scientific advancement in testing methods and technology was presenting itself as a possible 
solution to the problem. Modification to equipment and practices used in industry would be part of this 
development. In 1947 Hughes Potteries Pty. Ltd. was carrying out tests to control smoke and soot. Their 
attempts had not, however, been entirely successful and they had indicated that they would welcome any 
suggestions from council engineers about the matter. 

By 1950, Zara Street Powerhouse continued to be one of the main contributors to pollution in the inner 
city. A growing number of complaints were being forwarded to the Chief Health Inspector from 
concerned residents and businesses. A resident from the eastern end of the city brought a paper bag 
containing three-four ounces of soot into the City Hall, which she had swept from the floors of her home 
after one day's accumulation. Alderman Purdue and the SAP were well aware of the Zara-Street issue 
and it was becoming a particular concern for them. In January 1950, Alderman Purdue and the SAP had 
identified their key demands.: 

●     Grit arresters be installed on the old boilers 
●     The Joint Coal Board to improve its grading of coal 
●     Installation of steam jets to increase combustion / abate smoke 
●     Transport Minister (Mr. O'Sullivan) to attend meeting with Council 
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The need for changes on such a large scale was leading inevitably to questions about the actual legal 
responsibility and obligation of industry. By 1950 the SAP had taken a leading role in bringing issues 
like these to a head. One of the main arguments coming from industry, including Zara Street Power 
Station, was that the requests being made by the council and the SAP would bring production to a 
standstill and be detrimental to Newcastle's economic prospects. This was a common argument, and 
indeed had some validity, yet it did nothing to abate the smoke problem. Alderman Purdue on behalf of 
the SAP stated that "[t]he legal position (whether the City Council could take action against a 
Government department) has also been checked and it appears the council has some powers. The council 
has been hesitant to recommend such drastic action at a time when the maximum generation of electricity 
is so essential to all sections of the community." 

The SAP was also facing the question of how much influence it could bring to bear in abating smoke 
from harbour vessels. The Department of Local Government had advised that the Local Government Act 
could not be amended to give the council power to control smoke emission from harbour vessels. The 
SAP, however, advised that council continue to ask the Public Works Department to install smoke 
elimination equipment on their dredges in the harbour. This would be a costly process and the 
department wished to know if the city council would bear part of the cost. The department added that the 
proportion of smoke from the dredge service vessels was a very small percentage of the total in 
Newcastle. Alderman Purdue responded by saying that the smoke from the dredges went into the heart of 
the city and added that he did not see why the department should expect a contribution from the council 
any more than a private firm would expect it. 

The SAP was also continuing negotiations with other industries such as the Railways Department. The 
City Council Health Committee had been calling for a report from the Chief Health Inspector (Mr. 
Meddows) to investigate a suggestion that the railways department be asked to use coke instead of coal 
to heat up at Broadmeadow railway yards. Local residents themselves had suggested that this could 
reduce smoke emissions. The panel was submitting information to the Rail Department on a locomotive 
smoke eliminator recommended by the British Coal Utilisation Research Association. 

As the SAP increased pressure during the early 1950s, they experienced a varying degree of success with 
mixed responses coming from industry. There were two grit arresters installed by Peters Ice Cream Pty. 
Ltd., a hand fired coal furnace at Commonwealth Steel eliminated and in its place heating equipment 
installed which would not emit smoke or grit. Companies such as Commonwealth Steel and 

Newbold's General Refractories Ltd., which had been under observation with a view to prosecutions 
were not responding to warnings and were making few improvements. In relation to the Zara Street 
Power Station, the council was continuing to ask for legal opinion on whether action could be taken 
against a Government Department. The Panel recommended that the City Solicitors be asked to expedite 
the matter. Suburbs adjacent to BHP, such as Mayfield East and Tighes Hill, were experiencing one of 
the biggest ash problems in Newcastle. The Health Committee drew the companies attention to the 
nuisance being caused by fly ash from the boiler of its power plant. The Manager of BHP (Mr K Butler) 
admitted there was a nuisance, but told the committee that where there was a steel works, there must be 
smoke and ash. 
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Varying responses like these coming from industry were encouraging as well as frustrating for the SAP 
and council. By 1953, rapid advancement in technology and research was revealing conclusively that fuel 
could be utilised more efficiently and with less waste. Expert examination being conducted had revealed 
that if a modern design of furnace were adopted, coal could be burnt with a minimum of smoke. Smoke 
emission itself was revealed to be evidence of a percentage loss not lower than 10 per cent. The growing 
awareness of such facts gave greater credence to the actions of the SAP who were looking to respond 
more decisively in dealing with businesses whose stance on pollution was retrograde. The significant 
cost of installing new equipment has fuelled the reluctance of industry to address the issue of emissions. 
The efficient use of solid fuels in industrial furnaces and boilers could now, however, be effectively be 
put forward not only as an answer to environmental problems, but to economic ones as well. In response 
to the problem of smoke from dredging in Newcastle harbour, Lord Mayor Purdue was now asking that 
the Minister for Public works (Mr Renshaw) receive a deputation in order to discuss the legal rights of 
the panel in enforcing their demands. 

The SAP were looking to respond directly to the growing needs and concern of the public in relation to 
the smoke problem. In May 1953, members of the Mayfield West Civic Association and Waratah West 
Progress Association had addressed the panel on the soot and smoke nuisance in their local area. 
Residents of Mayfield had reported that homes which were only two years old had to be washed two or 
three times. There were complaints from local women that they could not dry washing without it 
becoming smoke soiled. There was also an awareness that the smoke problem was having similar 
destructive effect s on people's health. The SAP recommended prosecutions and asked that Mr Meddows 
produce evidence against offenders at the next meeting of the Health Committee. The Newcastle East 
Civic Association approached the SAP with concerns relating to locomotives. The Panel advised that a 
record be kept of the number of locomotives and when they were discharging unnecessary smoke. 

Over the years, there was also a continuing problem with BHP in regards to finding and enacting 
solutions to the pollution problem. In January 1955 the Panel received a deputation from the Mayfield 
branch of the ALP protesting against the amount of smoke coming from BHP. The smoke was getting 
into people's eyes and many blamed the chimney and furnace at BHP's ferro-alloy plant. One Mayfield 
resident said that when the wind was blowing towards her home the smoke was so bad that she could not 
see buildings 100 yards away. Another complaint expressed the belief that Mayfield had more asthma 
sufferers than any other district. An envelope containing black residue scraped from a front verandah was 
handed over to the panel. Visibility had been reduced to 25 yards because of rain and fall residue. When 
a north-easterly wind blew the smoke went straight over a primary school. Residents had also described 
suffocating at night because they could not open their windows. 

In response, BHP said that Australian Steel Production would virtually cease if they obeyed the council's 
direction to stop smoke emission from its ferro-alloy plant smokestack. BHP's powerhouse was 
producing a lot of smoke and it was thought that forcing powerhouse boilers over their capacity was a 
major contributor. The company asserted that production would have to decrease if there were 
restrictions imposed on boiler capacity. BHP stressed that Australia needed to focus on continuing to 
increase production at this time. Management representatives were apparently committed to the belief 
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that BHP was doing its best to reduce smoke and respond to public concerns. 

By March 1958 the SAP was still being effectively fobbed off. Representative of the Railways 
Commissioner (Mr. C. Nunn) said that railways authorities would keep constant supervision over the 
possible causes of smoke nuisances. Mr Nunn also stated that smoke from the yards could never be 
completely eliminated and that smoke had been reduced over past years. This kind of response, however, 
reflected insufficient action on the part of industry. The SAP was also beginning to have its legitimacy 
questioned. Alderman Edwards was of the opinion that petitions about smoke were beginning to be a 
joke. "People will often sign anything that could start something". Despite these sentiments, the problem 
was not about to go away. Public pressure continued to build. Industries, especially those belonging to 
State Departments, would not be able to contribute to this problem for much longer. With larger cities 
such as Sydney experiencing similar difficulties, legislative changes were imminent. 

During the same month the Smoke Abatement Committee in Sydney was declaring its views on the 
actions that it believed needed to be taken. After taking surveys in Newcastle and Port Kembla, it 
proposed strict control of industry transport and public utilities in order to reduce air pollution. A report 
tabled in the Legislative Assembly proposed comprehensive legislation and the setting up of a division of 
air pollution control in the Department of Health. "The legislation should clearly indicate the 
responsibility of industry and prescribe more deterrent penalties for breaches of the law." 

The Committee set out the key objectives of the proposed legislation. 

●     Prohibit the emission of dark smoke from chimneys, railway engines and ships. 
●     Prohibit the installation of new industrial furnaces unless they were capable of operating without 

emitting smoke. 
●     Order new industrial furnaces to have grit-arresting equipment. 
●     Empower local authorities to declare smoke control areas in which the emission of smoke from 

chimneys will be prohibited. 

The Sydney committee said that the effect of pollution in Newcastle was more marked and that the 
pollution from the Steel Works had a greater staining power than was normal in Sydney. The committee 
also said "… a wrong impression had been created that in Sydney and Newcastle oil-fired vessels did not 
cause air pollution. Ferries and cargo ships, whether coal or oil-fired, caused serious nuisances when the 
boilers were operated inefficiently." The committee suggested that the cost of the establishment and 
administration of a division of air control could be substantially met by registration fees from pollution 
producing industrial processes. In May 1958 the committee proposed a new division of the Department 
of Public Health to control air pollution with branches in Newcastle and Wollongong. The committee 
recommended that eight scientific officers with a laboratory staff should be the first move for the new 
division, with one of the officers being stationed in Newcastle. 

The SAP was greatly encouraged by this news, as they considered the smoke problem in Newcastle to be 
part of a state wide problem. The Sydney committee had also stated that "[i]t was necessary to develop 
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educational campaigns to help control air pollution. Suitable courses could be provided at technical 
colleges on instruction in the management of industrial and public facilities producing a smoke problem." 
Alderman A.E. Dunn of Sydney City Council said that definite progress had been made in Newcastle's 
smoke abatement scheme. He also said that some aspects of the BHP's problems with smoke had 
improved since his last visit two years earlier. 

Despite these successes, it was in many ways business as usual for the smoke abatement campaigners. 
The Chief Health inspector of Newcastle (Mr. Dickinson) said that the Sydney committee had drawn 
attention to the Public utilities and Government departments as a source of heavy air pollution. Gaining a 
response from these key areas was continuing to be a challenge for the Newcastle campaigners. Mr. 
Dickinson, speaking in relation to the Sydney Committee, said that "[t]he committee understood there 
was a long-range plan in regard to the railways, which presented a difficult problem." 

Although responsibility was being spread to a state level in regards to public utilities and Government 
departments, the SAP maintained pressure on local industries. In March 1958 BHP agreed to install a grit 
arrester on one of their plant boilers and the Royal Newcastle Hospital installed a new boiler to reduce 
smoke. Actions like these were indicative of continuing improvement, but by no means an imminent 
solution to the smoke and soot problem in Newcastle. 

On the 12 January 1961, Newcastle experienced a pall of smoke over the inner city. "An employee of 
one of Newcastle's largest hardware stores said the soot had been blowing so fiercely about 1 o'clock that 
women had been stepping inside the store's doors to wipe particles from their faces and dust their 
children's faces and clothes." Two officers of the Maritime Services Board were detailed to inspect 
damage done and investigate the cause. The Maritime Services Board and the Railways Department 
denied responsibility. Despite this, Alderman Purdue stated that "[c]are should be taken to ensure that the 
methods of furnacing and stoking, and the fuels used, were such that only the least possible smoke would 
be emitted." The clouds of soot were later traced to a ship berthed in Newcastle Harbour. 

With the increased level of traffic on Newcastle's roads, the SAP began pushing to reduce vehicle 
pollution. The panel had asked what action police were taking after it had been claimed that the amount 
of smoke from Government buses and trucks had not been reduced. During 1961, smoke emission from 
Waratah Brick Co. was causing many complaints from local residents. Smoke from the quarry at the 
premises had in fact been causing a nuisance for a number of years. The Newcastle City Council Health 
Committee recommended legal proceedings to abate the smoke nuisance. A notice under the provision of 
the Public Health Act was served on William Henry Hudson, the registered proprietor of the company. 

Progress was continuing to be made on a state level to develop legislation, which would be effective in 
reducing air pollution. In 1961, responding to pressure from various sources, the N.S.W. Government 
finally replaced the Smoke Nuisance Abatement Act 1902 with the Clean Air Act 1961. The act, 
however, was ineffective because of "…the lack of guiding regulations under which authorities would 
work…" The government established an Air Pollution Advisory Committee to draw up the necessary 
regulations. These regulations were not approved by Parliament until 1964, but when they came into 
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effect they allowed the government to measure emissions from industry and to prosecute firms who 
failed to meet the emission levels set for that particular industry. The ability to accurately measure 
emissions was a breakthrough in the campaign for cleaner air. Being able to supply accurate pollution 
measurements would from now on help in gaining recognition and responses from both State and Federal 
Governments in dealing with the problem. 

Mr Sheahan, the Minister for Health at the time, said, "…two opposing considerations had to be 
reconciled in forming the limits for emissions. One was that the discharge of impurities should be 
maintained at the lowest level possible. The other was that these levels should not impose crippling 
burdens on industry." He also noted that the health department had established an Air Pollution Control 
Branch with a staff of 27, and officers were already working in Newcastle and Wollongong. 

The State Government was beginning to give industrial cities like Newcastle the consideration they 
deserved. It was finally taking legislative action to do something about the problem of air pollution. 
Local councils were now beginning to be relieved of much of their burden in trying to regulate the 
pollution caused by local industry. 

Current developments in technology were also helping in this regard. In 1964 the Herald reported that 
"[a] delicately adjusted machine, comparable to an electronic robot is secretly located in the Boolaroo-
Speers Point area to measure atmospheric pollution caused by sulphur dioxide. The Chief Health 
Inspector of Lake Macquarie Shire (Mr W. Hanson) was responsible for the care of the delicate 
instrument and the immediate notification of Sydney to take corrective action against adverse readings." 

Over the next decade air pollution in Newcastle declined. There were however periods when this trend 
was reversed. In April 1967 it was reported that air pollution had increased in the past five months 
compared with the corresponding period the year before. Gauges showed that the worst month was 
December 1966. Most of the increase was attributed to problems with the new BOS plant at BHP. 

In 1967 atmospheric fallout was so bad it was affecting local fruit trees. The Minister for Agriculture, 
Mr. Chaffey, had promised to send an officer from the horticultural section to Newcastle to investigate 
complaints that atmospheric pollution was affecting fruit trees in Mayfield and Mayfield West. Mr Jones 
M.L.A, on reports from local residents, said that it was the first time nectarine and lemon trees had been 
affected in this way. 

Despite localised increases in pollution, the principal officer for the Air Pollution Control Board said, 
"…average smoke densities in Newcastle were lower than the clearest days of large overseas cities…" 
Pollution levels measured at Broadmeadow were falling as diesel locomotives gradually replaced steam 
locomotives. A railway engineer said that by 1970 it was anticipated that most of the steam locos would 
be replaced by diesel. Over the next ten years these trends continued, and air pollution levels decreased 
gradually. One significant factor was the closure of the Zara St Power Station, which had been a major 
source of pollution since its opening in 1920. By 1972 it only operated to help meet peak demand periods 
in winter. It was decommissioned on June 30th 1975 and demolished in 1979. 
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As most Australians became more affluent, so the number of cars on our roads increased steadily. While 
public and private industry was being compelled to reduce their waste emission, motor vehicle emissions 
became an expanding source of air pollution in Australian cities. 

In January 1973 the new Whitlam Government took a leadership role on the issue. the Minister for 
Health, Dr Everingham directed State Governments, who had the responsibility for public health, to 
adopt tighter standards. National emission standards for industrial, shipping, and aircraft would also be 
made more stringent. 

The next month a meeting between the Federal Transport Minister Mr Charles Jones (the member for 
Newcastle) and State Transport Ministers "…resolved to tighten controls on motor vehicle exhaust 
emissions." Over the next three years car manufacturers would be required to meet specifications which 
would greatly reduce carbon monoxide emissions. 

As air quality in Newcastle improved, the civic fathers were grieved to find that the city still had a 
reputation for being "dirty". The Herald, in a major article in 1972, assured readers that "Newcastle could 
well be regarded as the leader in NSW in dealing with complaints on pollution and setting up processes 
for its control. For the past 25 years the city has had a pollution complaint service, similar to the one set 
up in Sydney last month, and a committee to advise Newcastle City Council on pollution problems. 
There has been a marked decrease in the fallout of solids and a clearing of smoke from the atmosphere". 

In 1973 Mr Alex Young told the Hunter Regional Development Committee that "…it was time for an 
educational program on the true state of pollution in Newcastle." He and Ald Purdue agreed that the 
"…density of fallout in the inner Sydney area was greater than Newcastle." Ald Purdue said he 
understood Newcastle to be "…the cleanest steel city in the world." By 1976 the figures do indicate that 
Newcastle was cleaning up its act. "In 1951 the average fall-out for insoluble solids was 0.33 tonnes per 
hectare per month. By 1976 this figure had been reduced to only 0.04 tonnes." By 1976 the fallout had 
been reduced to one eighth of the level endured twenty-five years earlier. 

Despite arguments about who had the best record, air pollution remained a problem for some Newcastle 
suburbs. In 1977 Mr Arthur Wade, MLA for Newcastle, made a strong complaint to the Minister for 
Planning and Environment, Mr Landa, about pollution problems in Carrington. He said that "… coal dust 
from the coal dump in Darling St and the nearby coal-loader was making life almost unbearable for 
residents there and that he'd been trying to get something done for years about the problem but he hadn't 
had much luck". 

In 1980 a Canadian academic, Professor Pengelly, visited Newcastle and many Novocastrians were keen 
to know what he thought about Newcastle's air quality. He had conducted studies in this field in various 
overseas cities. He asserted that "[p]eople outside the city say it has a nasty atmosphere. That is not true. 
The air here is as clean and clear as anywhere else. There doesn't seem to be any evidence now that the 
air quality here has a detrimental effect on people's health." 
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Professor Pengelly may not have been so complimentary if he had still been in Newcastle later that year 
when the State Pollution Control Commission released figures showing a rise of 41% in sulphur dioxide 
concentrations in Newcastle in the previous six months. The Lord Mayor, Ald. Cummins, said she 
"…was concerned with the problem and would be interested to know what the reason was." 

Two years later the news was much better and Newcastle City Council was happy to release figures 
compiled by its health department. These indicated that the average concentration of carbon monoxide in 
the air in Newcastle was 80% lower than in Sydney. 

All, however, was not well. Many residents of Stockton were still unhappy about air quality. One couple, 
Joan and Cyril Smith, said they had lived in Stockton for thirty years but had never experienced dust as 
bad as that in October 1981. The problem arose when alumina was unloaded in high winds at Kooragang 
Island. Ald. Rigby, who also lived in Stockton, described the unloading as "…blatant stupidity…. The 
loading and unloading operations in the port were a disgrace and he would not rest until the port was put 
into reasonable order." The Maritime Services Board, under pressure to explain its actions, blamed a 
faulty wind meter. The meter should have notified staff that the wind was in excess of 48 km/h and, 
hence, loading should have ceased. Assurances were given that the problem would be rectified 
immediately. 

By 1984 some Upper Hunter towns had a serious problem with dust from local open-cut coalmines. The 
area causing the most concern, however, was Boolaroo. "Lead pollution levels in 1982 were the highest 
in NSW." (The history of the protracted campaign to alleviate this problem will be dealt with in another 
chapter) 

Although air pollution emitted from BHP fell over the following decades it continued to be a source of 
concern for residents in neighbouring suburbs until the " Big Australian" poured its last ton of steel in 
September 1999. Following the closure, Mayfield house prices were reported to be 'soaring' and the 
suburb experienced some gentrification. Newcastle council monitoring showed fallout of grime in 
Mayfield had dropped from 6gm per month while BHP was still operating to 1.1gm after the closure. A 
local resident, Mrs Pat Flowers, said that she previously swept her verandah each day but now only had 
to sweep it once a week. "There's no smell of BHP either, although you get an occasional escape from 
one of the other industries" . The president of the Newcastle Real Estate Institute, Darren Bender, said 
that "…having better air to breath is obviously a factor in the renewed interest in the suburb as a place to 
live and to buy investment properties." 

The introduction of unleaded petrol a decade ago has also made a significant difference to areas adjacent 
to main roads and highways. From being a dirty industrial city for most of the last century, Newcastle has 
made vast improvements in air and water quality. This justifies the "clean, green" image now being 
promoted by the Newcastle City Council. The vision and hard work of determined Newcastle people has 
indeed led us towards a cleaner and more beautiful city. 
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The Campaign for Cleaner Beaches 

For as long as cities have existed, there has been a problem with sewage disposal. In 1941, for example, 
the Belmont Urban Area Committee protested about plans to have untreated sewage discharged into the 
ocean at Nine Mile Beach. There were plans to build a treatment works but, with the war effort at full 
capacity, funds were not available. The Hunter District Water Board (HDWB) said that the proposed 
scheme was temporary, however, other people "believe that it will be 'temporary' for a long time." 
Similar problems existed in the vicinity of Glenrock Lagoon where sewage emptied on the beach and, at 
times, was driven back into the lagoon. 

 

In 1944, Newcastle Council expressed its concern after the council's Chief Health Inspector reported that: 
"[U]nless action is taken to control septic tanks from discharging into the harbour, the future health of the 
community may be seriously affected. The mayor agreed to call a conference of the Health Advisory 
Committee, local government authorities as well as State and Federal members." 

The State Government was criticised for allowing this state of affairs to occur. Effluent from sewage 
works near Branxton, Morpeth and Maitland areas plus waste water from factories and collieries was 
being discharged, or was gaining access to the river. Ald McGrath said "[m]ost of the foreshores have 
been alienated. The Hunter River is being converted into a sewer. If we are going to put up with it, we 
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are failing in our responsibilities." 

Tarro Shire Council also expressed concern and decided to seek "all the facts" about the state of the river. 
Earlier the Minister for Works had said there would be no pollution from the discharge of sewage and 
effluent, but now "the Health Department said it could not allow swimming baths to be built in the river 
at Raymond Terrace because of the effluent from various sewage schemes." 

During the 1950s and 1960s the Newcastle Herald contained many articles requesting Newcastle Council 
to upgrade beach facilities such as kiosks and changing sheds, but there is little mention of pollution. 
During the 1970s there was, however, an occasional article, which gave some indication of just how bad 
the problem remained. One such article reported " [t]housands of fish are dying in the North Channel of 
the Hunter River, off Stockton and Fern Bay. Fishermen said the fish were frantically trying to get out of 
the water… when there is a 'fresh' in the river, industrial waste discharged from industries is not 
neutralised as it is by salt water. By yesterday the tide had carried most of the dead fish away but small 
groups were still scattered along the shore. Small children were seen carrying away bags full of them." 

One of the earliest mentions of a problem with sewage disposal was in 1973 when the newly elected 
Federal Member for Shortland, Peter Morris, raised the issue in his maiden speech to Parliament. The 
speech focused on local environmental concerns and the "delibrate neglect" of the Newcastle Region by 
the previous Coalition Government. Two major sewage projects needed to be funded, he says. "About 
$15million was needed to provide a proper disposal system at Burwood Beach and about $12million to 
improve the Belmont sewer outlet." Unfortunately a lack of political and public support at the time meant 
that this funding did not become available until well into the next decade. By then the problems had 
become much worse. 

In 1977 Blacksmiths Beach had to be closed to bathers "…because of pollution from Belmont South 
Sewerage works." This story appeared on the front page of the Newcastle Herald accompanied by a 
photo of a beach inspector putting up a sign which read "WARNING. SUSPECTED POLLUTION. 
SWIM AT YOUR OWN RISK." 
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The story brought a quick response from Peter Morris, the Federal Member for Shortland, who said that 
the state of some of our beaches "…was a national disgrace." 

Most of the pollution of local beaches was the result of inadequate treatment of sewerage, which was 
discharged into the ocean. In 1983 the editor of the Newcastle Herald noted that; "the disposal system 
was based on the age old Australian thinking that since sewerage had to go somewhere, the best place for 
it would be in the sea, where it would be out of sight and out of mind… The thinking was that it was 
politically more important to spend heavily on improving water supplies than on sewerage disposal." 

The other significant source of pollution of Newcastle beaches came from the garbage being dumped 
overboard by the large number of ships which were anchored at this time off the coast while they waited 
their turn to enter the harbour. Two Newcastle businessmen wished to run a helicopter service taking 
supplies to the ships and bringing back garbage on the return trip. 

Meanwhile Mr Cowan, the Federal Member for Lynne, told Parliament that the ships' garbage being 
washed ashore in Stockton Bight was "…not only offensive to local citizens, but it created a danger of 
spreading disease into Australia. The spread of foot and mouth disease would have grave consequences 
for our primary industries. Many of the boats sitting off Newcastle come from countries which have this 
disease, he said." In April 1981, talks about the problem were held between the council and the 
shipowners. However, these talks didn't resolve the issue. 

During December 1981 and January 1982, the Newcastle Herald ran nine articles reporting on the sorry 
state of our beaches. Beach-goers who left their litter behind when they went home aggravated the 
situation. Radio station 2NX (NXFM) held a concert at Nobby's Beach and, anticipating the mess that 
would be left behind, hired nine members of the Lions Club of Charlestown to clean it up. These nine 
people filled nearly forty garbage bags with rubbish from the night. 

A few days later, a quantity of oil flowed in with a king tide onto Burwood, Dudley, Redhead and 
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Blacksmiths Beaches. "Beach Inspectors suspected the oil came from the growing floating city of ships 
off Newcastle." The next day, oil washed up on all beaches, stretching from Nobby's to Merewether. 

The following day, the Herald's Editor wrote that the newspaper had "…throughout the Christmas and 
New Year period, recorded the ebb and flow of litter on our beaches. There has been plenty of flow but 
not much ebb. The occasional north-easterly wind has blighted the beaches with rubbish from the 42 ship 
armada queuing off the port and twice in the past week. An oil slick has given holiday makers depressing 
confirmation that the shipping line up is imposing an environmental - as well as an economic - cost on 
the community…these ships have to be made subject to stringent anti-dumping rules." 

The Editor acknowledged that beach-goers also contributed to the problem and said "[t]he can throwing, 
bottle throwing, wrapper throwing society is seen at its worst on the beaches. Appeals not to rubbish 
Australia can only work on people who have the glimmerings of a social conscience." 

Six years later, Newcastle City Council spent $52,000 on a beach sweeper to "…clean up each of the 
city's beaches at least once a week." Lake Macquarie was already using a similar machine on its beaches. 

In April 1983, the problem of sewerage quite literally resurfaced. The Herald reported that it had 
received many "complaints about sewerage spread along Merewether, Dixon Park and Bar 
Beaches…Inquiries revealed the problem was caused by unfiltered sewerage being pumped out of the 
Burwood sewerage treatment works for six hours. A local resident, Mrs June Ebrill, collected samples of 
litter with the intention of sending them to the President of the HDWB and the Minister for Water 
Resources to emphasise the need for upgrading the Burwood facility. A spokesperson for the HDWB 
said that due to heavy rain, so much water was going through the sewerage plant that not all of it could 
be filtered and some was diverted straight into the ocean." 

Mrs Ebrill contacted the HDWB and was told: "[y]ou give us $30 million and we'll fix it, or tell all your 
friends to stop flushing their toilets." As the Herald editor explained, the problem was that "…the 
Burwood plant and outfall were built more than 40 years ago when the volume of sewerage was far less 
than it is now. The Editor, with local politicians in mind, noted that the disposal of sewage is no longer 
unimportant and the political clamour is growing to rectify the problem. Newcastle, which in 1980 was 
promised loan approval by the Premier, Mr Wran, to upgrade sewage works is still waiting for the 
promise to be met." 
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Residents gather at Merewether to discuss beach pollution, 1983. 

Two weeks later, the Herald reported that local beaches had been recently closed "for the fifth time this 
year because of faecal coniform readings of up to seven times the safe limit." In response to this 
situation, Merewether residents organised a public meeting on the local beach. It was attended by over 
400 people. The meeting was addressed by local group representatives, academics, and three aldermen. 
Significantly, there was no one there to represent the HDWB or the council's health department. The 
secretary of Newcastle's Trades Hall Council, Peter Barrack, was asked to chair the meeting. He said 
"…the pollution was a civic disgrace and a problem for everyone in Newcastle." Dr Stephen Leeder, 
Professor of Community Medicine, said people "…should not allow themselves to be fobbed off by the 
HDWB or the State Pollution Control Commission that were there to serve them." 

Speakers at the public meeting, 30/5/83 

The meeting resolved to "maintain pressure on the HDWB and the State Government to update sewerage 
treatment in Newcastle. A petition was circulated, calling for grants to be made available to do this. A 
committee was formed and given the task of organising and publicising future meetings. The committee 
adopted the name The Clean Oceans for Newcastle Committee. 
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The intermittent beach closures continued during June and the Herald continued to publicise them. The 
Herald then put a series of questions on the issue to the HDWB. In response a spokesperson said the 
board did not believe that pollution problem was getting worse but it was more apparent because of the 
recent introduction of daily water sampling. 

The board had also become more aware of the problem. It was carrying out a "…wide ranging study 
which deals with aspects of the treatment process, water temperatures, faecal coniform readings and 
other factors which contribute to pollution." 

The Herald's Editor was not about to let the matter rest. A week later the editorial said "[i]f the past three 
months are any guide, the coming summer may be tough on regular beach goers, and it will be awful for 
the tourist industry." This reference is significant because it came at a time of declining employment in 
manufacturing when Newcastle was looking to expand its service industries, and in particular, tourism. 
Various people made the obvious point that that beach closures were having a detrimental effect on the 
tourism industry. Should the media remain silent on the issue? "Never" said the Editor of the Herald, who 
also went on to say "…the problem will be solved only when a pipeline is built to take the Burwood 
effluent well out to sea. This project has to begin (and)…unless the pressure is maintained publicly by 
the media and concerned residents, the chances of swift action must be slight." 

The HDWB, in a letter to Newcastle City Council, said that a "…reduction in pollution from the 
Burwood Beach outfall could only be achieved with a large capital expenditure, and that it was reviewing 
alternatives to find the most economic and satisfactory solution." One of the alternatives was to use a 
tunnel constructed in rock below the former Burwood Colliery. 

Herald readers pondering the bad news could, however, draw consolation from a report, on the same 
page, that said that most beaches in Britain had pollution levels far higher than any in the Newcastle area. 
Rio De Janeiro's famous beaches were also so badly hit by pollution that "…they can no longer be used 
for bathing and sun tanning." Bathers were warned that they risked catching hepatitis and skin ailments. 

In July 1983, the newly formed Clean Oceans for Newcastle Committee wrote to the NSW Minister for 
Health, Laurie Brereton, expressing its concern about the pollution of Newcastle's beaches and asking 
"…for an assurance that steps will be taken to safeguard public health at city beaches." In August, the 
committee met with a representative of the HDWB, who admitted that the board had been shocked by the 
results of the daily testings of water quality at Newcastle beaches. In future, however, the board would 
only test samples twice a week in summer, and once a week in winter. This, the committee said, was 
inadequate. 

During October, Dr Brian Williams convened a seminar entitled "Burwood Beach - Problems and 
Proposals" at Newcastle University. Various methods of measuring water quality and alternative ways of 
disposing of sewerage were discussed. It was noted that the HDWB was expected to decide on what was 
the most effective method of dealing with the problem by the end of the year. By mid December, it 
appeared that little progress had been made by the board, or by Newcastle City Council, and the Clean 
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Oceans for Newcastle Committee had run out of patience. They decided to ask the NSW Ombudsman to 
investigate Newcastle City Council's lack of action on the beach pollution issue. Mrs June Ebrill, on 
behalf of the committee said "…we believe that we have established a case of negligence by the council 
due to its not having signs erected to indicate to beach goers whether or not the water was safe to swim 
in." 

This comment underscored the poor relations which existed between council and the committee. The 
council, apparently, hoped that the problem would go away if everyone would keep quiet about it. "The 
health inspector and some other council officers attempted to obstruct and humiliate me. It was a very 
stressful time in my life," said Mrs Ebrill. There were, however, some individuals and groups who were 
supportive. Mark Richards and the Merewether Boardriders Club was one such group, while the 
university students published an excellent article on the issue in their newspaper, Opus. Dorothy and 
Harold Chesters, Audrey and John Monteath, Francis Sutton and Leo Maynard were some of the people 
who supported Mrs Ebrill during this time. 

By the end of 1983 there was light at the end of the (sewerage) tunnel. By then, adverse publicity and 
public dissatisfaction forced the authorities to address the issue. The findings of the HDWB study were 
released and the public was invited to comment on the four preferred options ranging in cost from $13 
million to $39 million. One option was to construct a tunnel to discharge the effluent 1,500 metres 
offshore. A second option was to upgrade the Burwood Beach Treatment Plant to provide partial 
treatment of sewerage. 

In March 1984, the Herald reported that "…water samples taken from Bar Beach and Merewether 
revealed a faecal coniform count almost two times the recommended maximum level." Mrs Ebrill said 
that "…plastic objects and other refuse, including sanitary pads, could be seen washed up on the beach." 
Shortly after, about 100 people attended a public meeting, held by the Newcastle branch of the Institute 
of Engineers, to discuss the options for Burwood Beach sewerage disposal. The HDWB chief engineer 
assured the meeting that any option chosen by the board would give clean beaches 95% of the time. 

Later that year "the HDWB approved the upgrading of the Burwood Beach waste water treatment works. 
This included construction of a new pumping station, a preliminary and secondary treatment plant and an 
extended ocean outfall." Most of this work came into operation in 1989 and the secondary treatment 
plant was completed in 1992. 

Speaking about the issue in 2001, June Ebrill said while improvements had been made, untreated 
stormwater still discharges onto Bar Beach. 

While the Burwood Beach works attracted most attention other treatment works in the area, at Belmont, 
Stockton and Boulder Bay, were also cause for concern especially after heavy rain when the pipes 
became overloaded with water and expelled the surcharge through vents. As late as February 1989 the 
Herald was reporting in pollution levels more than 10 times the recommended limit. Nat Jeffery, NBN 
weather man and one of the organisers of Newcastle Surfest, said "…we often see the tangible effects of 
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poor filtration out in the water. You'd be surprised by what comes bobbing by when you're sitting out 
there on a board." 

As sewage treatment plants were upgraded, the focus moved to other hazards. In 1989 Nat Jeffery said 
the primary concern now to surfers was "the amount of oils, grease and chemicals that were being poured 
into the sea. While human waste breaks down fairly quickly, oil and grease are difficult to filter out of 
sewage." A representative of the HDWB said the board was aware of the problem and had taken steps to 
more effectively filter oil and grease. It had initiated a public awareness problem in 1985 to educate 
people not to pour cooking oil down the sink, or motor oil down the drain. A trade waste disposal service 
was set up in 1985, which had reduced the amount of chemicals entering the system from industry. 

Some people however didn't get the message, and while the problem has been alleviated, it still remains 
an issue. Part of the solution to pollution lies in educating school children to do the right thing. During 
the 1990s many schools ran their own environmental projects which ranged from creating bush gardens 
to measuring pollution levels in local creeks, lakes or oceans. One of the first involved was a Stockton 
Primary School class who, in 1990 "conducted a qualitative pollution survey of its nearby beach strip. 
The Department of Transport expressed interest in obtaining the result of the survey, to keep check on 
what was appearing on the coastal strip." 

In October 1990 the Minister for Shipping "announced new dumping rules for recreational and 
commercial vessels which will result in drastic changes in the way ships dipose of their garbage." Heavy 
fines would be imposed on those found guilty of dumping prohibited materials such as plastics, synthetic 
ropes and fishing nets which "severely threatened the whole marine environment." 

In the late 1980s there were various groups who were raising the issue of pollution on our beaches and in 
our oceans. One of these was Friends of the Earth. In Sydney they issued a leaflet in 1988 titled "If you 
go down to the beach today… You're in for a big surprise." And the surprise was not going to be 
pleasant! 

While the state of our oceans and beaches had improved by 1994, much remained to be done. It was the 
surfers with an environmental conscience who now took up the challenge of cleaning up our beaches and 
oceans. 

Afterword: In 1951 some Newcastle residents expressed grave concern about pollution on some of 
Newcastle's beaches. They were, however, referring to moral pollution! The Beach Liaison Committee of 
Newcastle council said that "during an inspection, the immoral conditions they had discovered, even in 
broad daylight, around the Dixon Park surf sheds was astounding." Ald E.A. Terry said " more vigorous 
police supervision of all Newcastle Beaches was needed to stop the undesirable behaviour of some 
people, particularly after dark." Inspector J. Hayes of Newcastle police said, "special detachments of 
plain clothed men have been detailed to patrol Newcastle beaches." From recent reports it appears that 
this type of behaviour, particularly after dark, persists on some Newcastle beaches to this day! 
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The Surfrider Foundation has branches in about twelve countries, including Australia, where the first 
branch was established on the Gold Coast in July 1991. It is a "conservation organisation dedicated to the 
protection and enhancement of the world's oceans, beaches and coastal environs for the benefit of all." It 
aims to protect the coastal environment "through conservation, activism, research and education." 

In the mid 1990s the Surfrider Foundation's involvement in key coastal conservation issues gave them a 
high profile, and led to the establishment of new branches nationwide. By 1997 there were 52 branches, 
or chapters, in Australia. 

In June 1994, the Newcastle chapter was started by Chris Tola, Nobby Edwards and Michael Legge-
Wilkinson, who later became the Chairman of Surfrider Australia. The Newcastle chapter issued a 
newsletter called Groundswell dated Spring 1994. In it Michael Legge-Wilkinson said, "the aim of the 
newsletter is to keep local members and friends up to date with the conservation work of Surfrider 
Newcastle. The key to effective conservation work is to set achievable goals and work towards these at a 
steady pace…be realistic and simply do what you can…overcommit yourself, burn out, and you end up 
of no use to anyone or the environment. Being a good conservationist is about looking after yourself as 
well as the environment, and having fun at the same time." The newsletter suggested that, "as far as the 
media is concerned the idea of surfers actually caring for the environment is still a novel concept." 
Accordingly the mass media gave the new chapter plenty of publicity, with the ABC doing a 
documentary in 1994. 

Despite the favourable publicity there was, however, insufficient support to hold monthly meetings. 
Nevertheless, members were informed that "our work continues through the work of individuals in 
conjunction with other groups." Some of these activities involved fund raising. Usually this meant 
organising a "benefit gig" at a club or pub. For example, "an all ages gig at the Tattersalls Club saw 350 
teenagers and others through the door. After paying expenses, it made us a nice little profit from which to 
fund our conservation activities." The main organiser of these events was Wayne Macgregor, though, 
unfortunately for Surfrider, he was soon to head off to Europe. 

One of the groups that Surfrider worked with was the Wilderness Society, with members supporting each 
other's functions. For example, Surfrider members in Newcastle were encouraged to attend a "National 
day of action against woodchipping" on 1 September 1994, while Wilderness Society members were 
asked to attend a "Coastal Crisis Public Rally" on 6 September 1994. This later event was jointly 
sponsored by the Surfrider Foundation and the Hunter Coast Care Forum. At the meeting, "the effects of 
population growth, sand mining and other coastal developments were discussed." It was agreed that the 
forum should "call on the State Government to dedicate all public land along the coast of the Lower 
Hunter as either a national park or State recreation areas." The meeting called for a moratorium on new 
developments and any expansion of sand mining or quarrying within the coastal zone. The secretary of 
the Newcastle Trades Hall Council, Mr Peter Barrack, said a Green Ban could be imposed on the planned 
Fern Bay development if the State Government failed to protect the Hunter coastline. 
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Leaflet advertising the Coastal Crisis Public Rally on 6/9/1994, highlighting the threat to the coast from 
developers. 

During the mid 1990s, the Newcastle chapter of Surfrider continued to lobby local and State 
Governments to protect Newcastle Bight. Under the umbrella of the Newcastle Bight Coastal Park 
Coalition, Surfrider and other organisations helped prepare the nomination of the Bight for Heritage 
Listing. Part of the Bight was gazetted by the State Government as a nature reserve in February 2001. 
This, however, has not ended the debate because much of the Bight remains available for sand mining. 

During 1995 Newcastle Surfrider was involved in lobbying the State Government and local councils on a 
variety of issues, such as the Pinny Beach development (south of Caves Beach), Newcastle Bight 
National Park, Scott Street Bus Terminus, Belmont Sands Development and the Koala habitat in Port 
Stephens. Predictably, however, the main issue of concern was the ocean and beaches. On 14 January 
1996, Newcastle Surfrider organised an "Ocean Care Day" at South Newcastle Beach. There were bands, 
displays and surfing competitions, but little media attention. Two members of the chapter also sought to 
raise awareness through school visits during the mid 1990s. 

Another important issue in Newcastle, as elsewhere, in the mid 1990s was the pollution of our oceans 
and beaches. In 1996 the Surfrider Foundation of Australia published its groundbreaking study titled 
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Human Impact on Australian Beaches, written by Michael Legge Wilkinson. At the launch in Newcastle, 
Chris Tola said that: "A lack of care for the Hunter's coastline has left many beaches under threat of an 
environmental disaster. Litter, urban runoff, sewage and industrial effluent were the main problems." 

In this national survey of 1612 beaches, it was found that 80% had a significant problem with litter and 
25% were affected by untreated stormwater drainage. Mr Tola said that many Newcastle residents were 
unaware of how bad the problem was. He hoped that the report would increase public awareness, 
especially as "with more and more people living in coastal towns, the problems are getting worse." He 
added that he held grave concerns for the future of Newcastle's beaches, "Our biggest problem would 
have to be Newcastle Bight." Newcastle Council's manager of health services conceded litter was a 
problem on Newcastle beaches but said council was working to improve the situation. 

A Hunter Water Board spokesperson said she disagreed with aspects of the report, "we have high levels 
of treatment of sewage and our testing results are always way under the national recommendation. 
Newcastle's beaches are a feature of the city." The Newcastle Herald editorial came down on the side of 
the Surfrider Foundation, saying "[a] seemingly endless series of surveys, reports and studies on the 
Australian Coastline have all reached the same conclusion: Australians are loving their beaches to death." 
The huge amount of litter left on beaches, however, "suggests that while people enjoy their beaches, 
many have little respect for them." Both State and Federal Governments also needed to do more to 
protect our beaches, the editorial said. 

A significant event for Newcastle Surfrider was the arrival in Newcastle Harbour of the Ocean Research 
Vessel "Alquita" for a five-day visit in February 1996. The 50-foot catamaran would visit various coastal 
locations between Australia and Fiji with the "goal of providing a low cost opportunity for researching 
local problem areas and providing educational resources on our marine environment. The vessel would 
be undertaking research on the levels of heavy metals, nutrients, litter and flotsam in our waterways." 
The voyage was, in part, sponsored by Surfrider and its campaign to clean up the ocean. The Newcastle 
Herald reported that members of the vessel would be testing the water quality around Newcastle's 
coastline. 
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Lewis' view on the subject 

In December 1996 the Newcastle Surfrider chapter received an Environmental Achievement Award from 
Newcastle City Council in recognition of its contribution towards "Policy and Planning" in relation to 
environmental improvement. 

Since 1996 the Newcastle chapter of Surfrider has continued to lobby governments on these issues, 
though its level of activity has declined as some key people have moved from the area while others have 
taken on new commitments. It also reflects the fact that water quality on our local beaches has improved 
over the last decade as treatment plants have been upgraded. In a letter to the Newcastle Herald, Milton 
Morris said he had been swimming at Newcastle beaches all his life and "the improvement in water 
quality in recent years has been amazing." 

A spokesperson for the Hunter Water Corporation, Debbie Sims, said that a recent Environment 
Protection Authority (EPA) report (October 2001) showed that water quality meets their guidelines and 
Hunter beaches are, in fact, cleaner than Sydney or Wollongong. This improvement can be attributed to 
the fact that the three coastal wastewater treatment plants in this region have been upgraded to provide 
secondary treatment. The Burwood Beach plant was upgraded in 1989, the Belmont plant in 1995 and 
Boulder Bay plant (at Port Stephens) in 1994. These plants now have long ocean outfalls to discharge the 
effluent away from the coast. The upgrading was completed at a cost of $150 million. 
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In June 1997 the Newcastle chapter was involved with the Pathways to Sustainability Conference, which 
was held in Newcastle. The five day event was sponsored by the United Nations and included speakers 
from government and non-government organisations. This forum attracted considerable media attention 
and gave Surfrider the opportunity to raise public awareness about the twin issues of water quality and 
litter on Newcastle's beaches. 

As water quality improved, the focus moved in 1998 to the related issue of litter on our beaches. Nobby 
Edwards coordinated a year-long Surfrider Foundation survey of Susan Gilmore beach. They found that 
"more than 3000 pieces of seaborne litter are deposited on the beach each month…almost half of the 
rubbish was small pieces of polystyrene. Such small pieces of rubbish could be deadly for marine life if 
swallowed, said Mr Chris Tola, a spokesperson for the Surfrider Foundation." Other debris included 
pieces of glass, wrappers and bottle caps. The source of rubbish was most likely stormwater drains and 
from boats off the Newcastle coast. The survey was funded through a grant from the State Government. 
In 2001, litter is still a problem. Much of this litter comes from people who get "takeaway" from 
McDonalds and other fast food outlets. Surfrider in Newcastle are still lobbying council on this issue and 
have suggested that if fast food customers won't do the right thing and put their rubbish in the bin, 
McDonalds and others should employ people to help clean up their mess. 

In March 1999 the Newcastle chapter hosted the annual conference of the Surfrider Foundation. The two-
day event attracted people from most States in Australia as well as Japan and North America. Topics 
included surf rage, storm water pollution, shark meshing and the cumulative impact of industry on life in 
nearby waterways. While there was consensus on many issues, opinion was divided on the proposed 
building of four artificial surfing reefs near Newcastle. Supporters believed they would enhance 
Newcastle's surfing potential, but opponents were worried about the environmental impact of the reefs. 

This international event drew little media recognition. In 1994, just after the Newcastle chapter had 
formed, the Surfrider Newsletter mentioned that "the media cannot get enough of us." During the 
following years there appeared to be a general change in the Newcastle Herald's coverage of 
'environmentally concerned' groups and issues. The scant attention the Herald paid to the Surfrider 
Foundation Conference indicated that the newspaper had adopted a less environmentally friendly stance. 

In the national newsletter, 'Coastlines', Chris Tola reported that in Newcastle, the "…two major 
challenges focusing most of our attention in the previous 12 months were Mineral Sands Ltd, who 
wanted to continue the destruction of the pristine Newcastle Bight, and BHP, who wanted to sell off land 
at Belmont Sands. This is an area which has some of the last remaining wetlands on the East Coast." 
Almost a year later Chris said that while water quality had improved, there was still a problem with the 
waste water plant at Stockton. (The Water Corporation plans to close this plant in mid 2002). After rain 
there is also a problem when the volume of water is too great to pass through the system and is 
discharged into the ocean before it is treated. 

Feasibility studies are being carried out concerning the viability of using sewerage as fertiliser in the 
more arid regions of Australia. In this way, what is now a waste product could become a valuable 
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resource. Chris hopes that this will soon happen on a large scale, thus greatly reducing the need to 
discharge sewerage into our oceans. 

In some areas in Australia there are still problems with the water quality on our beaches and Surfrider 
continues to campaign on the issue. The fact that the situation has significantly improved over the last 
decade owes much to those surfers who worked to raise public awareness and thereby put pressure on the 
politicians to rectify the problem. In June 2001 the State Government brought Newcastle and Lake 
Macquarie under the authority of its coastal policy. This, among other things, meant that the Ministry for 
Urban Affairs and Planning became the consent authority for high risk developments within 1 km of the 
coast and estuaries. 

The Minister for Urban Affairs and Planning, Dr Andrew Refshauge, contributed an article, "Acting to 
save the jewel in the crown", to the Newcastle Herald in November 2001. This coincided with the 11th 
NSW Coastal Conference being held in Newcastle to discuss policies and plans to help preserve the 
coastal environment which is under threat from urban development. Representatives from coastal local 
government areas and environmental groups, including Newcastle Surfrider, took part in the conference. 
The article notes that, "most of the NSW population lives and works in the coastal areas of Sydney, the 
Hunter and the Illawarra. In the past 20 years Port Stephens has grown by 94% and the Great Lakes by 
81%. But this growth does not come without a cost for the unique natural assets that attract people to the 
coast are often threatened by inappropriate development." The challenge for government, Refshauge 
says, is "…to meet the needs of the communities that live, work, and play along Hunter beaches while 
protecting its coastline for the generation to come. The environmental, social and economic values of the 
entire NSW coastline will be scientifically assessed to provide a planning blueprint for the coast." Part of 
the plan involves "…a new water management strategy and an expanded land acquisition scheme." We 
will also "involve aboriginal communities in coastal management" . 

Following the Coastal Conference, Newcastle's Lord Mayor, John Tate, wrote: "Newcastle's 15km long 
coastline is under significant pressure with 200 years of urban occupation and industrialisation placing 
constant strain on an ageing stormwater infrastructure. Stockton is one area where a major effort will be 
needed at many levels to find a solution to the disappearing sand. For these reasons, last weeks' 
conference sent an important message to the State Government that we want to work with them to find 
solutions for the future." 

The pressures on the coastline make it imperative that the voice of the environment movement continues 
to be heard if this development is to occur in an environmentally sustainable fashion. 
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The land at Cockle Creek was selected as an industrial prospect in 1897 by the Sulphide Corporation for 
the construction of a smelter based on the ideas of a young electrical engineer, Edgar Ashcroft. The site 
was perfect because it had rail access, harbour facilities, a good supply of salt and fresh water, was near 
coal deposits and at the time Cockle Creek was an isolated area with no nearby communities. 

More than 800 men were reported to have worked on building this first major industrial plant in the 
Hunter Region. Only a few months after opening in March 1897, it was decided the concept was not 
economically viable and the smelter was converted from zinc to an orthodox lead smelter. In 1912 
sintering machines were installed. A sulphuric acid and superphosphate plant was commissioned in 1913, 
followed by a Mond gas producer plant to produce coal gas for fuel, fuel oil and tar. In 1917 a full-scale 
lead refinery was constructed and during World War I the corporation was one of the largest industrial 
plants in NSW, recording its highest lead production in 1915-16. The smelting section of the works was 
closed in May 1922 after the post war change of fortunes. This resulted in an expansion of sulphuric acid, 
superphosphate and mixed fertilizer plants. It was also known to have produced cement and roasted zinc 
concentrates. 

To maintain its workforce and production after the depression, the Cockle Creek plant was declared a 
'protected industry' in the early 1940s. The now equivalent of $6 million was invested in 1949 to double 
sulphuric acid production and to return to zinc production. 

It wasn't until the 1950s that environmental concerns surfaced and a major tree planting exercise was 
undertaken on Munibung Hill. In 1961 plant noise aroused protest and a petition to have the noise 
eliminated was presented by Councillor Harrington to the public gallery of Lake Macquarie Shire 
Council on 31 July 1961. 

The Clean Air Act was legislated in the 1960s and this period saw growing concern about pollution at the 
Sulphide Corporation's smelter. By this time the smelter was up and running but the re-commencement 
of lead smelting did not proceed without community protest. Mr Oz Andenberg, a science teacher who 
had worked at Broken Hill (another lead contaminated town in NSW) headed a campaign against the 
move to upgrade the plant to a smelting facility. His warning was given little regard and the next thirty 
years saw the smelter produce lead and zinc with minimal pollution control. 

In 1972 thousands of people in the suburbs around Cockle Creek had reported being effected by the 
plant's fumes. Residents were generally unaware that the lead fumes were harmful. "A company 
spokesman said pollution levels were taken daily and medical tests on employees taken regularly". The 
General Manager of Sulphide Corporation, Mr A.T. Thomson, further stressed this point. "Because of the 
procedures adopted in monitoring emissions…we believe adequate precautions are being taken and 
nobody's health is being threatened". 

Councillor MacDonald said publicity associated with a report by the Department of Health's Division of 
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Occupational Health and Pollution Control was intended to cause industrial unrest in the shire. 
MacDonald went on to allege that recent publicity had been used by a faction of the trade union 
movement for its own ends. 

The Secretary of Newcastle Trades Hall Council (NTHC) responded by saying this was incorrect, and 
MacDonald's statements were an attempt to interfere in the internal actions of the trade unions. NTHC 
then called a public meeting attended by 200 people to discuss lead pollution in areas adjacent to 
Sulphide Corporation's works at Cockle Creek. Mr B Fenelon, a lecturer in psychology the University of 
Newcastle said that "…if the Sulphide works proved to be a health hazard then the future of people 
employed there and residents would have to be taken into consideration". Mr Miller, President of NTHC, 
said there was no move by unions to close Sulphide but they wanted steps taken to ensure there was no 
dangerous fallout from the plant. The meeting decided to condemn the shire president, Councillor 
MacDonald, for advising the public not to attend. 

The Health Department was to make lead contamination tests on Boolaroo residents in July 1972. The 
Medical Officer of Health in Newcastle, Dr B Nolan, said "the danger level of lead contamination is 
variable and each reading will be taken on merit". The results were to be passed onto the Division of 
Occupational Health. 

In August 1972 Mr Jago, Minister for Health, released a report on a continuing survey to ascertain the 
degree of atmospheric and soil pollution in the area. The report was prepared form the results of 
investigations conducted by the Division of Occupational Health and Pollution Control of the Health 
Department. 

This study concluded that 6% of children tested had a blood lead level greater than the recommended 
level of 25mg/dL. The Health Commission reassured the community by saying this result confirmed lead 
was not a major concern. The General Manager of Sulphide, Mr Thomson, said "…the most important 
conclusion in this interim report is that no cases were found of high lead absorption and pathological 
tests indicated no individuals health was adversely affected by lead". The production rate at this time was 
approximately 80,000 tonnes of zinc, 32,000 tonnes of lead, 180,000 tonnes of sulphuric acid, 3,500 
tonnes of copper sulphate, 500 tonnes of cadmium and 70 tonnes of selenium every year. 

In June 1982 the General Manager of Sulphide Corporation, Mr W.R. Burrow, said that the Health 
Department survey in 1972-73 showed there was no reason for concern. "[W]e have continued to 
upgrade the smelter to improve the environmental position". 

A year later, however, an article published by the State Pollution Control Commission (SPCC) in 1982-
83 told how lead pollution levels recorded at Boolaroo were the highest in NSW. The SPCC said that the 
particularly high levels of lead pollution at Boolaroo were caused mainly by "local industrial emissions", 
rather than motor vehicle emissions. This article caused concern among local residents. Their concern 
was raised further in 1988 when Newcastle doctor, Andrew Zdenkowski, spoke of the high incidence of 
respiratory illness in the Boolaroo, Argenton and Teralba areas. He observed that between 1980 and 1988 
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one in every five patients treated in his Boolaroo surgery had some form of breathing illness such as 
asthma, wheezing and bronchitis. Doctor Zdenkowski claimed the pollution from Cockle Creek chemical 
factories was a contributing factor, and noted the problem was worse than it was for the patients he had 
seen in his Warners Bay surgery during the same time. 

Mrs Elizabeth Kirkby, leader of the Australian Democrats in NSW, stated that she was concerned about 
the safe standards of lead levels at Cockle Creek. She said that the Sulphide Corporation had spent a lot 
of money on pollution control over recent years and a study should be carried out to gauge the 
effectiveness of that work. 

In 1989 the SPCC conducted its annual review into lead levels. The results of the study were not released 
until 1991 and showed that the maximum lead levels at Boolaroo were up to five times the National 
Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) goal. 

SPCC Regional Manager, Mr Alan Crapp, was reported as saying, "…many of the pollutants are at levels 
we shouldn't be complacent about. Heightened lead levels were most likely to be a health issue, being of 
particular concern in children". Mr Crapp also stated that while Pasminco had been working to lower 
lead emission levels, the air pollution levels had not changed significantly because the earth around the 
smelter was also contaminated and he did not know of anything to reverse this. 

On release of the 1989 figures, Greenpeace's toxic campaign coordinator, Lynette Thorstensen advised 
direct action against Pasminco would not be ruled out. 

The General Manager of Pasminco, Mr Alan Roberts, said in a written statement that the company had 
spent $11million in 1989/1990 and had reduced lead emissions by 34%. They intended to spend a further 
$40million to increase production and environmental controls which would further reduce other sources 
of lead emissions. 

Meanwhile, Public Health Unit (PHU) testing had begun. The Hunter Area Health Service was to test the 
lead levels in children aged one to four years and hoped to have indications of whether the lead levels in 
Boolaroo were having an adverse effect. Public Health Unit director Dr John Stephenson said that there 
had been a positive response to testing from the community, with a 90% participation rate. Of children 
aged one to four years tested in 1991, 6% were over the NHMRC level of concern, 25mg/dL. 

Boolaroo Parents and Citizens Association president, Karen Halliday, said parents were concerned about 
school aged children. The study was then expanded to include school-aged children and pregnant 
women. 
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Courtesy of Peter Lewis and the Newcastle Herald. 

Towards the end of 1991, after a sulphur trioxide spill, residents of Boolaroo and Argenton had become 
'fed up'. This incident, plus the news of the high blood lead levels in children, sparked many locals into 
action. Stephen Gorton, an Argenton resident, said that the residents did not trust the results of the self-
monitoring on emissions provided to the SPCC. Stephen brought together those concerned and, on 26 
August 1991 at the house of Lyndall Hinds, the group NOLEAD (North Lakes Environment Action 
Defence) was formed. They planned a public meeting at Boolaroo. Greenpeace would address the 
meeting and announce its support for NOLEAD. The group also gained the support of URGE (United 
Residents Group for the Environment). 

Under the Freedom of Information Act, with help from Greenpeace, NOLEAD obtained the EPA annual 
discharge licence levels: 

●     2.2 tonnes of lead 
●     2.2 tonnes of zinc 
●     2.2 tonnes of selenium 
●     1.8 tonnes of cadmium 
●     22 kilograms of arsenic 
●     2.2 kilograms of mercury 

Since NOLEAD started fighting the licence, the discharge has been cut by 89%. 

The goal for lead in the air is 1.5 micrograms per cubic metre (mg/m³) but NOLEAD had found that 
Pasminco actually produces an astonishing 6mg/m³. However, when the media was informed of this the 
level plummeted down to the recommended level. This is not prosecutable. 
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1991 also saw a $40million environmental safety plan to improve facilities over the next five years. It 
was called an 'Asset Modernisation'. This was to include an increase in production. The plant would also 
be able to accept a wider range of ore and new scrubbers would be fitted to the furnaces. The move was 
generally represented as a win-win situation, and Pasminco could offset the cost of environmental 
improvements by increasing production. 

Pasminco announced it would approach the expansion in two phases involving separate development 
applications. This had the effect of bypassing the classification of designated development for the 
proposal, which automatically requires an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS). NOLEAD's fight 
shifted in an attempt to force Pasminco to undertake an EIS. 

NOLEAD lobbied local members. The Member for Wallsend, John Mills, and the Member for Lake 
Macquarie, Jeff Hunter, subsequently called on the government to conduct an EIS before expansion at 
the Pasminco plant was allowed to proceed. Mr Hunter said an EIS would help "…allay fears of people 
in the local community" who feared the increased output would increase lead emissions. In March 1992 
Lake Macquarie City Council told Pasminco Metals Sulphide that it was required to prepare an EIS 
before its $40million upgrade could go ahead. 

Despite the hazardous nature of the plant, the council approved the first stage without an EIS. The second 
stage, however, was then classified as a Designated Development and Pasminco announced that it would 
do an EIS. A Commission of inquiry was also called for. 

On 29 May 1992 residents were informed by letter that the company had approved 'in principle' the 
funding of a buffer zone. Pasminco offered to buy 51 homes in the area between First and Third Streets 
with a long term aim of 'greening' the area as a buffer zone adjacent to the plant. 

Pasminco's site services manager, Mr David Sinclair, said it was possible houses bought up by Pasminco 
would be rented to employees, but this would be limited to people who were either single or didn't have 
children. 

NOLEAD pressed for an independent committee and in response the Lake Macquarie Community 
Advisory Committee was convened by Mayor Ald Doug Carnley. It consisted of representatives from 
Pasminco, the Public Health Unit, Lake Macquarie Council, the Environment Protection Authority, NSW 
Education Department, and members of the community (including NOLEAD and URGE).It's 'Living 
with Lead' report was released in April 1992. 

At the same time local council officers placed warnings of soil contamination (Section 149 certificates) 
on all properties in an arbitrary area tested by the PHU. A 149 certificate warns buyers of properties of 
possible lead contamination. Consequently people had difficulty selling their homes, affecting the resale 
value and available financing of their homes. 

The schools had also been tested with unacceptable results; 81% of children at Boolaroo had blood levels 
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between 10-14?g/dL or higher. The 82 students were to be relocated to Speers Point School to allow 
work to be carried out to reduce lead levels in the grounds. Rumours abounded that the NSW Department 
of Education wanted to close the school permanently, a move opposed by parents. The Department had 
already spent $300,000 to remediate lead level problems at Boolaroo and Argenton schools. Assistant 
Director-General for School Education, Mr Alan Beard, said the decision to move the students was based 
on advice from the NSW Health Department. Education Minister Virginia Chadwick assured parents the 
students could return to Boolaroo Public School when clean-up work was completed to the satisfaction of 
the Department of Health. It was finally decided, in the best interests of the children, that they would 
move, and clean-up work began in October 1992. 

Mothers who oppose the relocation of their children to Speers Point Public School 

In June 1993, after a campaign by NOLEAD, the NHMRC moved to bring Australia in line with the 
1991 US standard and lowered the blood lead level of concern down to 10mg/dL. The new target levels 
meant that tests that had been borderline before would now show up as high. The 1992 PHU report 
showed 67% of children aged 0-13 years had a blood lead level exceeding this NHMRC target. The same 
report highlighted widespread soil contamination with 70% of samples having lead levels above the level 
for further investigation, 300 parts per million (ppm). 

The PHU, Lake Macquarie Council and Pasminco combined to open the Environmental Health Centre in 
Boolaroo on November 26 1992. The centre provided counselling and information on reducing lead risk. 
The EPA's Community Liason Officer conducted free soil testing and a nurse performed blood tests. 
NOLEAD spokesperson Theresa Gordon said that "…while the centre is a positive move we insist the 
centre not merely teach people to 'live with lead'". 

Yet an intensive campaign to educate residents on 'living with lead' was conducted. Many behavioural 
guidelines and cleaning practices were taught in an aim at protecting families from lead dust. Some 
people felt that if your child had high blood lead levels you must be dirty or a bad parent. 
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Pasminco commisioned an independent EIS in August 1992. In 1994 they submitted the EIS to the then 
Department of Planning in relation to the upgrade of the smelter. A Commission of Inquiry was called by 
the Minister for Planning, Mr Webster, to determine the environmental aspects of the upgrade. The 
inquiry commenced on January 10 1995. 

Pasminco was seeking consent for work completed between 1986 and 1993 and also sought consent for 
phase 2 of the proposed expansion and improvements. The Commission recommended the development 
be approved in November 1995, subject to a string of environmental conditions including reducing 
pollution, increasing pollution monitoring, restoring public and private lands contaminated by pollution 
and expanding community consultation. 

Official tests revealed high lead levels in the soil of 94 of the 100 homes tested. The level of concern is 
300 ppm (parts per million). Two of these homes had levels of above 5000 ppm. The North Lake 
Macquarie Remediation Management Committee began a comprehensive remediation plan to address 
blood lead levels among children in July 1996. The chairman, Mr John James said that the program 
would target 18 homes where children's blood lead levels exceeded levels set by the NHMRC in a 
$300,000 lead remediation programme. Residents would be relocated while dust was removed from 
ceilings and carpets and cracks sealed to try and prevent re-contamination. During 1998/99 a total of 200 
homes surrounding Pasminco underwent remediation. The EPA, NSW Health and Pasminco have 
committed nearly $5 million to address the issue. 

Courtesy of Peter Lewis and The Newcastle Herald. 

A socio-economic assessment of the buffer zone was undertaken by Pasminco in 1996 as required by the 
Commission of Inquiries Conditions of Consent. This was to guage community attitudes to alternative 
uses for the buffer zone. The policy option most supported by the total community was to demolish the 
houses and green the area. This attracted a high level of opposition from buffer zone residents. 

Greening of the areas adjacent to the smelter began after approval of phase 2 of the expansion in line 
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with environmental conditions identified. Work undertaken began with planting 20,000 trees on 
Munibung Hill in 1995. Draft recommendations based on the results of a survey conducted by the Hunter 
Valley Research Foundation suggested the demolition of homes in the First Street portion of the buffer 
zone and construction of an earthen mound to reduce the impact of operations in this area. Plans went to 
the Department of Urban Affairs and Planning and in early 1999 the mound was established. During the 
last year Pasminco planted 3,000 trees into 2 lead dust barriers between the smelter and Argenton. 

The EPA was shown evidence that blood lead levels in children remained high despite house 
remediation, greening and constant cleaning, The NHMRC goal for children for 1998 was no more than 
10% of children from 1-4 years should have blood lead levels above 10mg/dL. This goal was not 
achieved. The percentage of children 1-4 years with levels of 10mg/dL or above continues to decrease 
from 88% in 1991 to 40% in 1999. The PHU released results of blood lead monitoring for 2000 showing 
that the percentage of children under 5 with levels over 10mg/dL had actually risen to 47 %. The current 
goal for blood levels is that no children be above 10mg/dL. 

Although the anti-pollution campaign against Pasminco has mostly focused on lead, the smelter "…faced 
closure because of its consistent failure to meet World Health Organisations (WHO) goals for sulphur 
dioxide emissions." A health risk assessment in 1998 found that cadmium and arsenic emissions posed a 
cancer risk of 1.67 in 10,000 people." Currently the smelter is facing pollution fines of $250,000 over a 
massive mercury spill into Lake Macquarie on April 4 2001. 

Weighed down by low zinc prices and business practices Pasminco went into voluntary administration in 
September 2001 with debts of up to $3.4 billion. 

A CASE STUDY 

In 1990 Roslyn Cook and her husband decided to buy a home in Fourth Street, Boolaroo. They had never 
heard of any official concern about the possibility of health effects from the Pasminco Metal Sulphide 
zinc and lead smelter located on the far side of First Street, Boolaroo, three streets away. In November 
1990 they moved in with their two children, Noel 11, and Jessica 4. 

Later that same year, a public Health pilot study revealed a significant lead contamination problem in the 
area. At this time Noel and Jessica's blood lead levels were tested along with those of other children in 
Boolaroo. After only four months of living in Boolaroo, Noel's blood lead level was 17mg/dL, and 
Jessica's was 18mg/dL. At the time, the NHMRC level of concern was 25mg/dL. Since then the goal that 
has been set is for all Australians to be below 10ug/dL. 

In July 1992 Roslyn's third child, Samantha, was born. It was never suggested to Roslyn while Samantha 
was an infant that her blood lead should be tested. 

In 1992 Pasminco, wanting to expand its operation, voluntarily purchased some of the homes closest to it 
as a buffer zone. The buffer zone consisted of the residential area directly south of the plant, and included 
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First Street, Second Street and one side of Third Street. The Cooks' home, located in Fourth Street on the 
rise of the hill directly opposite and facing the smelting furnace rooms, was excluded from the buffer 
zone. 

In August 1995, Samantha, aged 3, had become generally unwell, with symptoms including lethargy, 
stomach pains, loss of appetite, constipation alternating with diarrhoea, and a high temperature. She was 
experiencing respiratory problems, which necessitated the use of a ventilator, and coughing up extremely 
thick mucous. She was tested at John Hunter Hospital for whooping cough, but these tests proved 
negative. By December 1995 she had lost the use of her legs, which were swollen and covered in bruises. 

Samantha was referred to a paediatric specialist, who was unable to see her until January 1996 by which 
time the swelling and bruising had subsided. He could offer only a diagnosis of 'fleeting viral arthritis'. 
When bone scans showed possible lead lines in her bones, blood lead tests were ordered. These showed 
Samantha's blood lead level in July 1996 to be 34mg/dL. 

By December 1996, Roslyn's meticulous house cleaning had brought Samantha's blood lead level down 
to 30mg/dL. Her gruelling daily regime included vacuuming the entire house with a vacuum fitted with a 
HEPA filter, then washing the floors and wet-dusting all surfaces, while trying to keep her hyperactive 
daughter inside the house in order to avoid further contamination. During December, the Cooks' home 
was remediated. Lead ceiling dust was removed from the roof cavity, all wall vents were sealed, and gaps 
between skirtings and floors were sealed. Carpets were removed, and the house vacuumed with a HEPA 
filter vacuum cleaner. The yard was top soiled with 10mm of fresh soil. 

After the remediation, Samantha's blood lead level went up to 32ug/dL. The Cooks were understandably 
distressed. Desperate to get Samantha away from Boolaroo, the Cooks put their house on the market. 
They had asked Pasminco four times to buy their house. Pasminco refused on the grounds that the house 
is outside the buffer zone. Roslyn went to local newspapers with her daughter's story, hoping that 
somehow publicity would draw attention to their plight. Instead she received anonymous rape threats 
from "voices muffled on the phone", and threats to her horses agisted nearby. Fishing hooks, broken 
glass and metal screws were found in the horses feed, and the paddock fences were cut. Her daughter's 
horse died in strange circumstances one night. 

By July 1997, seven months after remediation, Samantha's blood lead level had gone down to 24mg/dL, 
but tests showed that dust on the front wall of the house, which had been completely repainted after the 
remediation had lead levels of 5935mg/m². This is the same wall that prior to remediation had registered 
a lead level of 2974mg/m². 

Although the acute symptoms of her illness passed, Samantha had been left with learning difficulties, 
behavioural problems and sleep disorders, all believed to be symptoms of lead poisoning. In spite of 
Roslyn's heroic efforts, Samantha's blood lead level did not come down at all. At the 12 month Post 
Remediation stage, it remained at 24mg/dL. Roslyn has been told that Samantha might need to be put 
onto special drugs to control her hyperactivity and lack of concentration. 
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The Cook's home was clearly subject to serious recontamination, yet no government body or Pasminco 
would take the responsibility of purchasing the home. The Cook's house remained on the market for two 
years. Because Roslyn insisted that it not be sold to a young family, the house did not sell. The Cook's 
could see no option other than to walk away from everything. Mid 1998 they left their house and filed for 
bankruptcy. They now live in the country in a caravan. Samantha's blood lead level plummeted five 
points within three weeks of moving and is still falling. 

CLASS ACTION 

Sydney law firm Coleman and Greig released a statement on the last day of February 2000 calling for 
people to join Mrs Roslyn Cook and her eight year old daughter, Samantha, in a class action against the 
mineral giant, Pasminco. 

The first claimants are the Cooks who lived near the Cockle Creek smelter from 1989-1998. The court 
will hear how Samantha's blood lead level reached 3 times the recommended safety level and that she 
suffered severe memory loss, brain damage, learning difficulties and respiratory problems. 

A hotline was established and 600 had registered by lunchtime the first day. The statement of claim 
lodged on behalf of the Cooks alleges that Pasminco "wrongfully caused and permitted emissions of 
quantities of offensive, noxious and unwholesome smoke fumes, vapours and gases, lead, sulphur 
dioxide and other pollutants." 

The Cooks are suing for a range of damages including medical expenses and loss of property value. They 
are also seeking an injunction preventing the company from continuing to pollute the environment. 

Originally to be heard in the Federal Court the case was ruled out due to a lack of jurisdiction to hear the 
matter under the Trade Practices Act. Lawyers said they had shelved the trade practices argument and 
were claiming damages for negligence and nuisance in the state where Pasminco has its headquarters. 
The first court hearing was set for 18 August 2000 in the Victorian Supreme Court. As of December 
2001, this case is still ongoing. 

<< Previous Next >> 

Contents
Introduction 
Acknowledgments 

1.  Birdwood Park 
2.  Trees in Newcastle 
3.  Shortland Wetlands 
4.  Northern Parks & Playgrounds 

http://www.wesleymission.org.au/publications/green_c/pasminco.asp (10 of 11) [6/06/2003 3:49:41 PM]



PEOPLE VS PASMINCO 

5.  Throsby Creek 
6.  Hunter Botanic Gardens 1990-2001 
7.  The Ecohome & Eco-Village 
8.  Green Point 
9.  Koala Preservation Society 

10.  Friends of the Earth 
11.  Green Corps & Green Reserve 
12.  Glenrock State Recreation Area 
13.  Citizens Against Kooragang airport 
14.  Flora and Fauna Protection Society 
15.  Smoke Abatement 
16.  Cleaner beaches 
17.  Surfrider 
18.  No Lead Campaign at Boolaroo 
19.  Australia Native Plant Society 
20.  Wilderness Society 
21.  Animal Watch 
22.  The Green Movement 

Conclusion 
Bibliography 

http://www.wesleymission.org.au/publications/green_c/pasminco.asp (11 of 11) [6/06/2003 3:49:41 PM]



AUSTRALIAN NATIVE PLANTS SOCIETY 

AUSTRALIAN NATIVE PLANTS SOCIETY 

The Newcastle branch of the Australian Plants Society is part of a non-profit, independent incorporated 
community organisation with members throughout Australia. The Society is made up of people interested 
in the propagation, cultivation and conservation of plants native to Australia. There are Regional Groups 
in each state and district branches such as those in Newcastle and Maitland. 

The Association of Societies for Growing Australian Native Plants (ASGAP) is the federal body to 
which each state Society is affiliated. In NSW, while the group is still known as the Society for Growing 
Australian Plants NSW LTD, they have adopted the name 'Australian Plants Society'. 

The Newcastle Group started in1961. Graeme Mee, who joined in 1980, is the current president. "The 
major project of the Newcastle Group is at the Wetlands Centre where we have planted over 35,000 
plants, restoring the site and attracting bird life. We also propagate plants in a shade house at the 
wetlands. We also look after the Parry Place gardens at the Botanic Gardens". 

The objectives of the Society are: 

●     To foster and promote appreciation, study and participation in growing and propagating 
Australian native plants. 

●     To foster support for and promote the preservation and conservation of Australian native plants 
●     To encourage the use of Australian native plants in home gardens and public places 
●     To improve Australian native plants as garden subjects 
●     To interest nursery persons in propagating and supplying Australian native plants to the public 
●     To increase and disseminate general knowledge of Australian native plants. 

Members pay a membership fee of $40 or $32 concession to the state body of which approximately nine 
dollars is returned to the local group to cover costs. Members receive a local newsletter, and quarterly 
editions of the state publications Native Plants and Australian Plants. The local Newcastle Group also 
raises funds from a flower show held at the Wetlands Centre each spring. 
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THE WILDERNESS SOCIETY 

Wilderness is generally defined as a remote area that has not been affected by modern industrial 
civilisation. It is a storehouse of limitless potential, and may one day be the source of cures for some of 
the major perils facing the human race. Wilderness contains a valuable gene pool that will be needed in 
the future. These areas are a source of biological diversity and a place where evolution can continue 
without intrusion by humans. Wilderness is a source of the clean air, water, soil and food which is 
essential to the continuation of life as we know it on earth.. Wilderness is the repository of the cultural 
wisdom of indigenous races. "We all derive wisdom and a feeling of place from its existence." Millions 
of years of evolution have created an environment which can sustain biological diversity and ecosystem 
processes. Tropical jungles, forested mountains, alpine plains, arid woodlands, open grasslands, deserts 
and coral reefs are all types of wilderness that have been threatened globally by the demands of an ever 
expanding human population. "We are losing 30-40 hectares per minute around the world. Half the 
world's countries do not have any wilderness areas at all." 

In Australia the wilderness has been managed by aboriginal people for tens of thousands of years. 
However the spread of settlements, unwise agricultural and pastoral activities, unsustainable forestry and 
mining, unplanned tourism and roads have encroached on our natural environment. It's important that we 
protect these areas so as to ensure the variety of plant and animal species which live there are not wiped 
out. There is no sense in destroying something that we rely on. "Wilderness has value which no scientist 
can synthesise, and no economist can price." 

Established in 1976, The Wilderness Society (TWS) is a community based conservation organisation 
with the prime objective being to protect Australia's wilderness and other high conservation value areas. 
They operate through public education and empowerment, advocacy and negotiation, political lobbying 
as well as desk and field research. They are a non-profit, non-government and politically unaligned group 
with a philosophy of non-violence and consensus decision-making which uses political processes to 
maximise conservation decisions. The vast majority of funding is obtained from membership dues, 
donations, public fundraising and from Wilderness Society retail operations. 

Structurally, TWS consists of a national organisation with campaign centres located in state capitals. The 
head office in Hobart deals with membership servicing, national fundraising projects, the production of 
Wilderness News and merchandising such as calendars, diaries and screen savers. National conservation 
campaigns are coordinated from this centre. The regional campaign centres vary from small groups 
consisting of a few volunteers who concentrate on public awareness raising, to large campaign centres 
with paid campaign, fundraising and retail staff in addition to the volunteer workers. Many of the 
campaign centres are responsible for operation of the Wilderness Society shop, which is a major source 
of campaign funds. 

By far the largest part of TWS's campaigning activities involve education and mobilising Australians so 
that there is active and broad community support to preserve wilderness. The society encourages people 
to demonstrate their support through planned non-violent direct action and by direct dialogue with 
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decisionmakers and opinion shapers. The Society produces educational materials for schools and the 
general public and is active in the production of publicity material. The Society's skilled activists make 
good use of the media to raise consciousness about wilderness and its campaigns to save it. 

The Wilderness Society has protected over five Million hectares of wilderness in Australia. National 
campaigns include: Kakadu; The Daintree; Kangaroo Island; South West Tasmania including the 
Franklin River; Australia's sub-Antarctic Islands; Shark Bay; South East Queensland's high conservation 
value forests, to name a few. 

Campaigns in Newcastle include: Stockton Bight; Watagan Forest; State Forests; Green policing and 
recycled paper. 

Stockton Bight is the last great sand dune system in New South Wales. It has 32 kilometres of rolling 
sandy slopes that are just 20 minutes from the CBD of Newcastle. In 1995 the current NSW Premier, 
Bob Carr, made an election promise to make the Bight a national park. This election pledge was finally 
honoured in February 2001 when 1905 ha of Stockton bight was officially declared a National Park by 
Bob Carr. "We have reached a sensible balanced agreement." The government's plan includes continued 
approval of sand mining by Mineral Deposits Pty Ltd (MDL) at the southern end of the Bight. "Worimi 
Aboriginal Land Council has agreed to manage the new conservation area in conjunction with the 
National Parks and Wildlife Service. It has taken six years of hard work to bring together the many 
different interests over the Bight." 

The fauna of the area is surprisingly diverse. Species include the Grey Kangaroo, Red Necked and 
Swamp Wallabies, Dingoes Bushland Swamp Rats, Brush Tailed and Ring Tailed Possums, Northern 
Brown Bandicoots, and a dense population of Bats and Flying Foxes. The area is home to the endangered 
Glossy Black Cockatoo and other threatened species such as the Sugar Glider and Koala. Frogs and 
Reptiles are also found in the area. 
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The endangered Black Glossy Cockatoo. 

Located beneath the mobile sand dunes and bushland is the Stockton aquifer which is the Hunter's largest 
and most valuable underground water supply. Mining and development puts this pure water reserve at 
risk of contamination. Over the last 20 years the area has been threatened by housing developments, sand 
extraction and mineral sand mining. Unregulated four wheel driving is seriously affecting the breeding of 
the Little Tern, Pied Oystercatcher and Red Capped Dotteral as well as doing irreparable damage to 
Aboriginal middens. 

The Newcastle Branch of TWS has also campaigned to preserve the Watagan forests. Australia's forests 
contain the tallest flowering plants on earth, more than one twentieth of the world's land biodiversity, and 
over three quarters of Australia's plant species. Yet they are being logged at a rate equivalent to almost 
two million-quarter acre suburban house blocks every year. One hundred and thirteen forest species in 
Australia are listed on the Government Threatened Species lists, yet in 1995 Australia exported more 
woodchips than any other country on earth. 

TWS is the only conservation organisation in Australia with a nationally coordinated forest campaign. 
The Wilderness Society's national network of state and regional campaign centres bring a national 
overview to Australia's forest campaign, as well as helping the smaller regional groups around the 
country who are campaigning to protect their local forests. The Wilderness Society is also the only 
conservation organisation campaigning on forests at every level, including environmental education, 
community mobilisation, forest rescues (blockading), national and international lobbying, research, 
consumer and corporate campaigning, as well as state and national election campaigns. The State 
Government's own advice stated that 1.2 million hectares of forest in North-East NSW required 
protection in reserves. Less than a third of these threatened forests have gained protection. This means 
more vital ecosystems will be cleared by logging. The Wilderness Society has established a forest camp 
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at the Watagans, which has been a centre for green policing, where activists check the logging practices 
of the Forestry Commission. 

Within the first week of establishment of the camp, serious breaches of logging prescriptions were 
discovered in Heaton State Forest. This led to an on site meeting between conservationists, the National 
Parks and Wildlife Service Threatened Species Unit and the Forestry Commission and, eventually, the 
issue was resolved. 

Activists share a seat on one of the logged trees Photo courtesy of the Wilderness Society. 

How many rare, threatened and endangered animals and plants will die over the next year in our region 
under State Forests' administration of public native forests? The public demand a basic level of 
accountability, and if state forests cannot account for this, then how can we have any faith in their 
management? This knowledge would be a basic precondition of understanding the long term 
consequences of intensive logging. 

Australia's national forest policy of 1992 sets put broad conservation and industry goals for the 
management of Australian forests agreed between commonwealth, state and territory governments. To 
implement this national policy, governments agreed to: 

●     Undertake comprehensive regional assessments of environmental, heritage, and economic and 
social values of forest 

●     Provide interim protection to forest areas, which may be required for a comprehensive, adequate, 
and representative forest reserve system 

●     Negotiate regional forest agreement between the commonwealth and the state governments about 
the long term management and use of forest in a particular region. 
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Regional forest agreements are agreements between the Commonwealth and the State Governments 
which provide a blueprint for the future management of our local forests, and the basis for an 
international competitive and ecological sustainable forest products industry. 

The 20-year agreements aims to establish: 

●     A world class comprehensive, adequate Representative (CAR) Forest Reserve system 
●     Certainty for industries and regional communities, enabling the development of internationally 

competitive and ecologically sustainable industries 
●     Ecologically sustainable management of the whole forest estate, both on and off reserves. 

Local Wilderness Society representatives advise that during 2001 a new issue has come to prominence in 
the Hunter, namely the burning of wood to generate electricity. At Liddell Power Station, Macquarie 
Generation are reportedly burning 5% wood and 95% coal. Currently there is a proposal to build a new 
power station at Raymond Terrace that will rely totally on the burning of wood. TWS is opposed to this 
development and has begun to raise public awareness on the issue. They anticipate that this will be a 
major issue for the Newcastle branch until the proposal is dropped. 
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Founded in 1997, Hunter Animal Watch Inc. is an opportunity shop, run entirely by volunteers, which 
uses funds raised to operate a subsidised de-sexing program for pets belonging to people on low incomes. 
Hunter Animal Watch also aims to promote the causes of animal welfare, not only in the Hunter region 
but also on a national and global level. 

Olga Parkes (Secretary) & Toto with Pat Hinton (Treasurer) & Adam 

Every month hundreds of healthy cats and dogs are destroyed because they are unwanted. Most of these 
unwanted pets are not strays but the 'extra' puppies and kittens produced by animal owners that do not 
desex their pets. 

A lot of these owners may be uncaring toward the future of their pets offspring, or they may want to do 
the right thing but be financially unable to make the cost of the operation. Last year over 80,000 
unwanted dogs were destroyed in NSW alone. From September 2002 pensioners will no longer be able to 
pay $1.50 to have their dog registered, the cost will be $100 if the dog is not desexed or $15 for life long 
registration if the dog is desexed. 
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Now in its fourth year of operation, Hunter Animal Watch has assisted in financing the desexing of over 
three thousand animals in the Lower Hunter. Originally using the services of 1 vets and mainly desexing 
dogs, the operation has expanded to the desexing of cats, ferrets and rabbits. Hunter Animal Watch 
works with over 25 different vets in the local government areas of Maitland, Cessnock, Newcastle, Port 
Stephens and Lake Macquarie. 

Newcastle City Council has worked hard to make the Companion Animals Act an effective tool for 
animal management and has been very supportive of the hard work and dedication that the Hunter 
Animal Watch has put into its desexing scheme. Working in collaboration with Hunter Animal Watch, 
Newcastle City Council has recently implemented a voucher system for pet owners identified by Council 
officers on a "needs" basis. Owners will be referred to Hunter Animal Watch, and in addition to the 
assistance they give, a proportion of the desex costs for these animals will be paid by Council. Hunter 
Animal Watch is very pleased to work in partnership with Council to help owners and their animals and 
hope that this initiative will continue beyond the 12 month review period. 

As well as all the good work that Hunter Animal Watch has been doing through the desexing program, 
they also have been lobbying for a number of other causes. 

In the Hunter 

●     Lobbying local councils for flexibility with opening hours for their dog pounds. 

Nationally 

●     Against the export of live food animals. This trade involves extreme cruelty, although this fact is 
never denied by the government, nor is a great deal done to change to a carcass trade. 

●     Against the battery system of egg production. It is unfortunate that the State Ministers of 
Agriculture did not take the opportunity to move in the direction of phasing out this system when 
they met to discuss it late last year. The only concession was that from next year cartons will be 
labelled (in very small size letters) to indicate the production method. 

●     Against the use of wild animals in circuses. 

Internationally 

Hunter Animal Watch helps to campaign against the cruelty of animals world wide through the use of 
petitions signed in the shop. 

Some of the causes have been the terrible treatment of dogs in Asia, bears being kept in cages in China to 
be milked of their bile, Apes in Africa who are shot, trapped, or simply have their habitats destroyed. 
Hunter Animal Watch are committed to continuing their support of animal welfare and their fight against 
animal cruelty. 
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During the last twelve months, some of the activities that the Hunter Animal Watch has been involved in 
have included; Attending Microchip days run by Newcastle City Council, running a Christmas Appeal 
for pet food which was distributed to local charities. They were also involved with organisational 
assistance and attendance at the RSPCA Million Paws Walk. 

Nearly all the funds used to operate the desexing program come from the running of the op shop, which 
is staffed by volunteer workers. Without these volunteers Hunter Animal Watch would be unable to offer 
the services it provides. A $500 grant was received from the International Fund for Animal Welfare, 
which Hunter Animal Watch would like to gratefully acknowledge. As a small group working on a 
mostly local scale, it was great to receive support from one of the most respected international 
organisations working for animals. Hunter Animal watch is now able to help a greater number of people 
in the Maitland area thanks to a $2000 grant from the Maitland City Council. 

The costs are rising because Hunter Animal Watch is helping more and more owners desex their pets. 
Please direct enquiries to 

Hunter Animal Watch Shop
139A Beaumont Street
Hamilton 2303 

Hunter Animal watch is always willing to help pensioners, the unemployed and holders of a current 
Health Care Card with the cost of desexing their pet. Anyone needing help is invited to phone 49664344 
or 49641823 on Mondays, Tuesdays or Wednesdays between the hours of 1pm and 3pm. They also have 
a website up and running, why not take a look at www.hunteranimalwatch.networksmm.com.au  

Photo courtesy of Angela Scales 
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During the first half of the 1980s, there was escalation in the arms race with many countries boosting 
expenditure on armaments. With the then US President, Ronald Reagan, threatening to bomb Moscow, 
and more countries gaining a 'nuclear capability', the Cold War entered a new and dangerous phase. 
Millions of people around the world became involved, in one way or another, in the peace movement. In 
Newcastle thousands of people participated in the annual Palm Sunday and Hiroshima Day marches, as 
well as many other activities. 

In the later half of the 1980s, the Americans and Russians signed an agreement to reduce their nuclear 
stockpiles, and the threat of nuclear annihilation receded. A new threat to the survival of mankind, 
however, had emerged. This was the threat of environmental catastrophe caused by the increasing 
degradation of our land, air and water. In Newcastle some of the people who had been involved in the 
Nuclear Disarmament Party (NDP) and other peace groups began to focus on this newly perceived threat. 
Various groups with an environmental agenda were established in Newcastle during the mid to late 
1980s. These included the Wilderness Society, Friends of the Earth, and the Newcastle Green Movement. 

During 1990 a majority of activists in the later group decided to form a branch of the NSW Green Party 
in Newcastle. It was formally launched in 1991 and ran candidates in the Newcastle City Council (NCC) 
elections in September of that year. They met with an early success when their lead candidate, John 
Sutton, was elected to council. Mr Sutton served two terms on council, retiring in 1999. During this time 
he, with the support of other Green Councillors, was able to initiate various measures designed to make 
Newcastle a 'Clean and Green' city. 

There were other people, such as Neville Cunningham and Danny Leen, who were opposed to setting up 
another political party. They argued that the money, time and effort expended on political campaigns 
would be better spent focusing directly on green issues. They also felt that establishing a new political 
party was a divisive move because they wanted to include people from any of the existing political 
parties if they had an interest in environmental issues. 

Having had many years experience in political parties, Mr Cunningham and Mr Leen were also 
suspicious about claims of grassroots democracy in the newly formed Greens. It was, they said, in the 
nature of political parties to become bureaucratic and hierarchical, especially if they were successful in 
getting someone elected. 

In response, the Greens argued that the old political parties had done very little to address environmental 
problems. Having Greens elected at the local, state and federal levels would give them a platform from 
which they could raise issues and address problems that had been ignored for too long. 

Neville Cunningham and his supporters called themselves the Newcastle Green Movement, and involved 
themselves in a range of issues. One of their main activities was the compiling and production of a 
monthly newsletter, which had over 200 subscribers. In line with its policy of including everyone of 
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'goodwill', it printed invitations to functions organised by a wide range of organisations, such as Trees In 
Newcastle (TIN), the Newcastle Folk Club, the Hunter Labour History Society, the International 
Women's Day Committee, and the Peace Forum. Various matters were debated in the pages of the 
newsletter, which began in 1988 and continued until 1995. Neville had four or five people who would 
help with the production of the newsletter. It was printed on a Gestetner (these were used for small 
printing jobs before photocopying machines) and then collated, folded and mailed out. 

In an interview in 2001, Mr Cunningham said he thought the main achievement of the Newcastle Green 
Movement had been to bring people together to communicate. This was done in a variety of ways: 
through music and dance, workshops, meetings, protests and so on. Along the way they had a lot of fun. 
Saving the planet doesn't mean being serious all the time even though it's a serious issue. The peace 
movement cannot be separated from the environmental movement. It's no good trying to save the trees if 
someone's dropping bombs or shooting at you. 

Neville Cunningham and Danny Leen, producers of the Green Movement Newsletter.
Pictured with Ross Edmonds (on the left) at Customs House, November 1993. 
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In compiling information for this book, many people have been interviewed and their contribution has 
been invaluable. Memory can be unreliable when dealing with dates and other precise information, so we 
have relied heavily on the Newcastle Herald. During the last century the Herald highlighted many issues 
relating to the pollution of land, air and water in this region. By doing so the newspaper has assisted 
environmentalists and concerned residents raise public awareness on a wide variety of issues. The Herald 
is urged to continue to publicise environmental issues and concerns. 

Our local environment is in better shape than in previous decades. Our air and water is much cleaner now 
than it was 50 or even 20 years ago. Much of our garbage is now being recycled instead of going into 
landfill. A recent survey of Hunter residents showed "…vast improvements in community perceptions 
about our environment". This report appeared under the headline 'Environment is in the clear'. 

The people of this region will however continue to face environmental challenges. The issues relating to 
Global Warming / The Greenhouse effect remain a major concern. Levels of CO2 have increased 
dramatically in the last century mainly due to the burning of fossil fuels. CO2 allows the sun's energy in 
but traps radiant energy from the earth, causing atmospheric temperature to rise. This, in turn, effects our 
weather, one effect being an increase in storm intensity and frequency. Such storms have been 
experienced in 2001 in Singleton, Port Stephens and Sydney areas. 

This is a global problem, but we can help reduce the emission of CO2 at a local level. As individuals we 
can: 

●     Reduce car usage 
●     Recycle and compost instead of burning waste 
●     Use solar or wind generated electricity 
●     Plant trees and shrubs to help filter CO2 out of the atmosphere 
●     Lobby politicians to have Australia sign the Kyoto Agreement on reducing Greenhouse gases. 

The NSW Coastal Conference, held in Newcastle during November 2001, raised various issues of 
concern. With population levels expected to increase rapidly along the coastal fringe of NSW, it is 
inevitable that new suburbs, roads and other infrastructure will be needed. The challenge is to see that 
this happens in an environmentally sensitive manner and so avoids the problems faced by cities such as 
Sydney or Melbourne. 

Inevitably this will involve compromise. As Doug Lithgow said "[i]t's not that you want to stop 
development, but environmental issues must be taken into account. The conservation movement has to 
come to terms with development but developers also need to come to terms with the conservation 
movement". 

Looking back on the period of white settlement in Australia, Ray Ericksen in 1973 said "[w]e have gone 
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at it reluctantly and stupidly, obsessed with the idea that land has no value until it has been cleared fired, 
fenced, and dressed with chemicals". He could have said the same about our rivers, lakes and oceans. 
Yet, in the period since that statement was made, there has been a growing awareness among most 
Australians that we must treat our environment with respect. 

A few years ago Bob Brown and Peter Singer observed that "[a]s our population presses up against the 
Earth's biological limits, we consume more resources and pour out more wastes. Unless we rapidly 
become more responsible in the way we are treating our land, atmosphere and oceans, all living things 
will pay a heavy price for generations to come". 

This book records some of the history of Novocastrians who were ahead of their time. Their courage, 
commitment and perseverance have provided the inspiration for the writing of this book. 

Ross Edmonds
Project Supervisor
Wesley Uniting Employment 
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