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Foreword 

 
The first women who visited the Island with their families in the warmer months were Bunurong.   

Their presence is still evident today by the middens on the south coast - a gentle footprint that is 

enduring. 

 

The Phillip Island Conservation Society (PICS) was formed in 1968 when a marina development was 

proposed at the environmentally sensitive Rhyll Inlet – then known as ‘The Nits’.  For the following 

fifty years PICS has continued to strive to preserve all that is precious on the Island. 

To that end, the Society informs the community and lobbies local, state and federal bodies for 

outcomes that ensure the well-being of the Island’s unique natural assets. 

 

This book tells the stories and experiences of 23 women who have actively engaged and been 

advocates in a diverse range of environmental issues.  

 

The editor, Christine Grayden, provided the women with six guiding questions, viz: 

1. What was your earliest encounter with nature? 

2. When did you first become active in conservation on Phillip Island and what activities did 

you do at that time? 

3. Tell us about your participation in conservation on Phillip Island...what sorts of campaigns 

or activities have you been involved in? 

4. What is your most memorable occasion of your involvement in conservation on Phillip 

Island? 

5. What do you think is your greatest achievement or contribution to conservation on Phillip 

Island? 

6. What are your hopes and aims for the natural environment of Phillip Island? 

 

Not all of the women involved chose to follow the questions, but created their own essays to 

best reflect their participation in environmental activism on Phillip Island.  

 

The strength and passion of all of the women has resulted in an increased awareness and 

understanding that the Island’s coast, flora and fauna, and magnificent landscapes are 

vulnerable and cannot be taken for granted. 

 

On behalf of PICS I wish to thank the contributors who have enabled this book. 

 

We thank the Bass Coast Shire Council for their support of the book with funding through the 

Community Grants Program. 

 

The message from all of the contributors to this book is clear: the natural environment must 

be treasured, respected and protected now and into the future. 

 

Anne Davie, OAM 

President PICS 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

A brief history of conservation on Phillip Island 

 

Most of the women featured in this book refer to a number of environmental campaigns in 

which they were involved. Many of the women were involved in the same campaigns. This 

introduction aims to put those campaigns into an historical context. 

 

Before European people came to Phillip Island, the Yallock Bullock clan of the Bunurong 

people came here each summer for many thousands of years. They may have practiced some 

fire stick farming here, but mostly the many middens on Phillip Island tell us that they spent 

the summer feeding on shellfish, shearwaters and small mammals. Since they did not stay 

more than a month or two in any one part of their territory, their management of the island’s 

resources was sustainable. 

 

By the time the first settlers, the McHaffies, arrived in 1842, very few Yallock Bullock 

remained in their country, which covered all of Bass Coast. The McHaffies radically altered 

the land through common practices of the day: burning and clearing. As members of the 

Victorian Acclimatisation Society they introduced non-indigenous species such as hares, 

rabbits, deer, and various birds, which they used for hunting – as well as hunting the 

indigenous animals – and to remind them of ‘home’. 

 

 Closer settlement occurred in 1868, with Phillip Island subdivided into small farms and 

towns. The landholders further cleared the land and sowed crops with varied success. 

Caterpillar plagues caused many to despair early and leave, and much of the land became the 

property of a handful of families who tended to graze sheep on the introduced and native 

grasses.  As the larger properties were divided up, chicory became a major crop in the late 

nineteenth century and was responsible for reducing the numbers of old growth trees, since 

wood was the main fuel in the kilns, requiring two tons of wood to dry one ton of chicory. 

This industry continued until the 1970s. A large seasonal industry based on the eggs and oils 

of shearwaters had also operated early on. 

 

The first moves to redress the environmental degradation that had occurred since European 

settlement came about in the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries with government moves to 

protect seals, shearwaters and koalas from hunting. Koalas, which were introduced into 

Phillip Island, thrived here and a need for their management became obvious. The Koala 

Reserves Committee of Management was formed in 1944, consisting of both local interested 

people and officials of the Fisheries and Wildlife department. Florence Oswin Roberts 

(“Zing”) was on this committee and features in this book. Her nephew, Jack, followed her on 

the committee and was faithfully supported in his role by his wife Coral, who also features in 

this book. 
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Due to the threat of a marina in the Rhyll Inlet (then known as “The Nits”), the Phillip Island 

Conservation Society (PICS) was formed in 1968. This society has been active ever since, 

and is responsible for the production of this book. Members led the campaign to save the 

inlet, and were also responsible for the creation of the Conservation Hill reserve at the inlet 

through member contributions towards the purchase of the land. 

 

The story of the society from 1968-2008 and a more detailed history of environmentalism on 

the Island is told in the book: An Island Worth Conserving, which is available through the 

library service or from the society.  

 

Other campaigns mentioned by women in this book include  

 Tree-planting at Swan Lake as a means to save the dunes there from sand mining for 

road works (1969) 

 The drawn-out campaign by PICS to make the council close the Rhyll Tip. This was 

eventually forced on them by minister Kay Setches (see her chapter in this book), but 

took a long time to implement (1970s-2010). 

 The short but vocal fight by PICS to stop a shopping centre development at 

Summerland Estate (early 1980s).  

 The fight to save Saltwater Creek at Ventnor from a residential canal development 

(1985-until final resolution and acceptable planning compromise in 1991, negotiated 

by PICS members) 

 The protest against frequent noise from the Grand Prix motor racing circuit (1985-the 

present). The track is used throughout the year for major events, club meetings, Hot 

Laps for visitors, driver education and vehicle and parts testing. 

 The campaign to close Harbison Road to buses, due to tourist coaches stopping, their 

passengers alighting hoping to see a koala in a roadside tree and trampling on 

vegetation, poking the reachable koalas with sticks, smoking and dropping butts and 

litter, etc. (1991-96). 

 Enlisting the help of the Federal and state ministers and scientists to prevent the 

development of a marina at San Remo (1987) 

 The fight to stop Point Grant (the Nobbies) which was Crown Land being taken over 

by a private developer – Seal Rocks Australia – through a contract with the state 

government to develop the land for private profit (1996-2002). The development was 

a financial failure, the government ended up paying a huge payout to the developer,  

the building was repurposed and is now managed by the Phillip Island Nature Parks. 

 Protests against inappropriate housing developments; PICS negotiating for better 

estate planning especially during the 1980s -2000s. 

 VCAT appearances and campaigns against various golf course/residential 

developments, such as the Wintersun, Pyramid Rock Rd (both Ventnor) and Coghlan 

Rd (Cowes) proposals (1990s-2016). 

 The fight against a large, multi-storey hotel on the south coast cliff-top (South Coast 

Hotel) at the Grand Prix circuit (2000). 
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 The long and multi-faceted fight to stop huge development on the Isle of Wight site 

(1987-2006). 

 The vocal and much-publicised campaign to stop the “Cadogan land” – rural land – at 

Ventnor from becoming yet another housing development. The minister for planning 

was implicated in this fiasco. (2009) 

 The fight by the community to stop the car ferry infrastructure being built at the Jetty 

and Jetty triangle (2009-2010) resulting in a back-down by BCSC. 

 The major all-out effort by PICS sub-committee Preserve Western Port Action Group, 

with huge support from the Phillip Island community, to stop Western Port’s 

industrialization through a major container port being established at Hastings. (2014-

17). PWP only let up on the pressure in 2017 when Infrastructure Victoria announced 

that Bay West in Port Phillip Bay was the preferred site for such a container port. 

From this list it is clear to see that many of the environmental issues of the twentieth and 

now twenty first century have been planning issues of one sort or another. When PICS 

first started objecting to poor planning proposals, it was an unusual thing to do, as many 

of the public felt that landowners had a right to do what they wanted on their own land, 

regardless of the consequences for the environment. Gradually this view changed on 

Phillip Island, so that now we have many environmental and community groups who are 

prepared to object, campaign, negotiate or whatever it takes to get the best environmental 

outcomes. People now realize that good environmental planning outcomes are beneficial 

for everyone. 

 

The other major trend in the history of conservation on Phillip Island has been the 

‘greening’ of the island by PICS and Friends of the Koalas (FOK), Phillip Island 

Landcare, the many Coastcare groups and the Phillip Island Nature Parks. The 

establishment of the Barb Martin Bush Bank and the consequent emphasis on growing 

indigenous plants from local seed was the catalyst for much of this work. Phillip Island 

now looks very different from the desolate landscape of the 1960s thanks to these groups 

and the thousands of volunteers who have helped in this greening project over the last 

fifty years. Many of the women in this book have been drivers in this greening, and will 

continue to be so. 

 

While some of the women in this book concentrated their considerable efforts on one 

major interest or campaign, others have been active in many campaigns for various 

environmental organizations as well as PICS. We hope that, in coming years all of the  

groups will be able to write their own history, as they have all made important 

contributions to the beautiful island we have today, as have all of the women included in 

this book.  

 

Christine Grayden, B.A. (Hons), B.Ed. 

Editor. 

 

January 2018. 
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Jan Bodaan 

 

 

 

Jan in her studio 

 

My encounters with nature go back to my first year of life and have continued ever since; 

even to the Antarctic. 

 

I have participated in two movements to help preserve the unique places of beauty on the 

island. The first was saving the lovely Saltwater Creek from being ravaged from insensitive 

development. 

 

The second but more dramatic was the saving of an island icon – the Nobbies – from being 

leased with the agreement of the government of the day to a private consortium which could 

have charged the public an entrance fee to that magnificent site. 

 

These two highly dramatic issues were both successful thanks to the dedicated souls who 

gave their time and brought their passion to the cause.  

 

The Saltwater Creek was, and still is, a sensitive, lovely area along the far end of the 

Anchorage Beach close to Red Rocks. 

 

My fury was aroused when an article appeared in the Phillip Island Advertiser headed “$3 

million dollar development proposed on a Ventnor Beach”. I was stunned as I know from 

living nearby to realise what that would mean from every viewpoint involving all that is 

required to intrude with heavy machinery on so lovely a peaceful and pristine area well-

inhabited by water-birds including Hooded Plovers. 
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I rang around a circle of dedicated friends, many of whom like me are artists. They responded 

at once and so we got to work. I wrote a nine verse poem titled “The Song of Saltwater 

Creek” (see below). We formed a choir and one among our number dressed as the Grim 

Reaper. Garbed in flowing black robes, he appeared on the crest of the dunes overlooking 

that lovely place armed with a great murderous scythe. This highlighted in dramatic 

symbolism the need for swift action. I recall the level of fury and passion which drove our 

cause. Eventually, we won! 

 

The Saltwater Creek lives on in its quiet, undisturbed water course to this day! 

 

My hopes for the future of Phillip Island are that one day people will appreciate what the 

island needs to guarantee future protection from any further development of public space to 

be leased for private developers! 

 

 

The Ballad of Saltwater Creek 

By Jan Bodaan 

 

Where do you flow to, my lovely, 

Your waters along the creek bed? 

I love the trees that surround you, 

The sands that crown your cool head. 

 

The birds that wade in your waters, 

The bream that feed at your feet. 

I love when the wind blows your surface 

The moonlight a still silver sheet. 

 

I love the fierce storms when they rend you 

And you find your way into the sea. 

I love when the tides leave you landlocked, 

Your moods are a mystery to me. 

 

Children wade in your sweet embrace, 

Their parents watch in your gold dunes. 

The swallows fly swift o’ver your bright face, 

The breeze through your long hair doth croon. 

 

But where will you go now my lovely? 

When development threatens with rape? 

Oh! When your cool garment is ripped now 

By greedy men on the make? 
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The groynes will your gentle face slash now 

As with dozers they trample your beach. 

The sound as your felled trees they crash now, 

The long sands so savagely breached. 

 

No longer our children can go there 

When filth builds up ‘gainst concrete walls. 

The view we once loved to look at, 

Is blocked by a fortress too tall. 

 

And all for a few rich men’s households, 

So they can play with their toys. 

And all for the rich people’s playthings 

Lousing the air with their noise. 

 

So weep now, for comes the grim reaper. 

Oh! Mourn now and hang down your head. 

For where do you flow now, my lovely? 

Now that they’ve killed you stone dead. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SWAG rally on the beach, Jan Bodaan in red cape at right 
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Linda Cuttriss 

 

 
 

Linda in the woodland she created at Kennon Head 

 

I grew up on a dairy farm near Inverloch so nature was part of my life from the start.  It was modified 

nature of course.  The bush had been mainly cleared and replaced with pasture grasses for dairy cows 

that provided my family’s livelihood yet magpies, thrushes, red robins, blue wrens and white-faced 

herons still lived around us.  There were snakes and skinks and sometimes a koala or echidna would 

wander through.  And there were plenty of places to go adventuring with my younger brothers.  

 

Perhaps the first time I really took notice of nature was when I was twelve years old.  It was during 

the 1967 drought.  Our farm dams were dry, cracked clay, our rainwater tanks were almost empty and 

the paddocks were virtually bare.  That’s when I truly understood how nature provides for us and 

should never be taken for granted. 

 

In 1989, I bought a 16-acre (6.5 hectare) property on the exposed south-west coast of Phillip Island 

that was in a degraded state after years of grazing by two horses, a donkey and many rabbits.  

 

The property was (and still is) very special for its stunning location but the headland was denuded, the 

dunes had blowouts and the paddocks behind the dunes were like a sandy desert pocked with rabbit 

diggings.  In Spring the headland became a carpet of yellow-flowered capeweed and thistles reared 

their nasty heads.  At first, I removed thistles with a shovel but the scale of the capeweed meant I had 

to resort to spraying.   

 

The house was surrounded by an attractive cottage garden set among young native trees, but I soon 

realised that some plants were escaping beyond the garden. Ground cover daisies were spreading and 

Echiums and pampas grasses were self-seeding into the landscape. So, over time I removed the 

introduced plants and allowed the local tussock grasses, sea-berry saltbush and bower spinach to 

regenerate in their place. 
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I researched the vegetation that grew here prior to European settlement, developed a revegetation plan 

for the whole property and, initially with the help of my partner and friends, set about transforming 

the paddocks into a woodland, stabilising the dunes and repairing the headland.  

 

In the mid 1990s, I co-wrote 500 Million Years on Phillip Island with Dr Eric Bird.  The booklet tells 

how Phillip Island was formed and how human use has changed the nature of the island from the 

earliest times when Bunurong/Boonwurrung people made their seasonal visits, to the arrival of 

European settlers, tourists and the spread of housing developments. The story is a cautionary tale of 

the need to balance conservation and development and asks what kind of future we want for the 

natural environment of Phillip Island.  

 

More recently, I have continued to write about Phillip Island’s wildlife, plants, rocks and coastal 

features in the local on-line magazine the Bass Coast Post.  My writing aims to increase awareness 

and appreciation of Phillip Island’s natural environment and scenery. 

 

Over the years, I have continued to manage the land I hold in my care.  I have been an active 

conservation neighbour to Phillip Island Nature Parks by trapping feral cats, providing access for fox 

control and working with rangers and volunteers to rehabilitate the adjacent short-tailed shearwater 

rookery.  I have been a member of the Phillip Island Conservation Society and Phillip Island Landcare 

for almost 30 years and Westernport Water’s Customer Advisory Group since 2012. 

 

It is difficult to choose my most memorable occasion in conservation on Phillip Island.  There are 

many highlights.  Any of the days walking the coast of Phillip Island, learning about its geology and 

geomorphology first-hand from the ‘Master’, Dr Eric Bird is certainly high on the list.  And the 

launch of 500 Hundred Million Years on Phillip Island, the culmination of two years of collaborative 

work was certainly a special day.   

 

The day we finished planting out the bottom paddocks and I looked across the sea of little green tree-

guards and imagined walking through a woodland there in twenty years’ time:  that was a great 

moment.   

 

Shouting “Hooray!” at the end of a big planting day in the shearwater rookery with a group of Deakin 

University student volunteers was a great feeling. 

 

Conservation is a job that’s never finished.  There’s always more to do.  So, in many ways, every time 

I finish a job and look at the results of my labour, it is always a satisfying feeling, always a bit special. 

 

I hope that my writing makes a little bit of a difference, but I think looking after my small property 

over almost three decades would have to be my most significant contribution to conservation on 

Phillip Island.  

 

Mature she-oaks and banksias now stand in place of bare paddocks; the dunes are now stable; original 

grasses, shrubs and herbs have regenerated around the headland and the shearwater rookery is 

recovering.  

 

Magpies, willy wagtails, wattlebirds, honeyeaters, thornbills and blue wrens live here.  Yellow-tailed 

black cockatoos, currawongs, thrushes, finches and robins pass through.  Herons, swamp hens, ibis 

and ducks feed in and around the dam.  Cormorants and swans sometimes visit.  Pacific gulls rest on 
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the highest point of the headland and birds of prey hunt here.  Echidnas, snakes, skinks and blue-

tongued lizards move around in the warmer months and wallabies abound.  

 

As suburban development pushes further into farmland, as patches of bush between towns disappear 

and as old eucalypts in backyards continue to be cut down, every remnant of bush, every wildlife 

refuge on the island becomes more and more precious each year.  

 

I hope that Phillip Island retains its natural beauty and rural views and is not reduced to a massive 

suburb with a few pockets of bush and a thin fringe of coastal scrub.   

 

I hope that tourism is managed so that tourists don’t overwhelm the nature they have come to visit.  I 

hope no more large tourism developments (like The Nobbies Centre) are constructed on cliff-tops or 

within view of the beach.  I hope there will always be some ‘secret’ quiet places and wild places for 

locals and weekend residents to enjoy. 

 

I hope great numbers of indigenous trees, shrubs, grasses, rushes, sedges and herbs continue to be 

planted in backyard gardens and in ever larger plots on farms, small acreages and in coastal and 

conservation reserves to enrich the natural environment of Phillip Island even more.  

 

 
 

Planting day in the shearwater rookery with Deakin Enviro Club volunteers, August 2015 
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Freda Davey 

 

 
 

Freda with Margaret Hancock at a planting bee 

 

Freda Davey and “She Oke Hill” are two names which are synonymous with indigenous tree 

planting on Phillip Island after World War Two. 

 

Freda was born and grew up in Murrumbeena, a seaside suburb of Melbourne; a place with 

fertile soil and with many enthusiastic home gardeners. This was a good beginning for 

someone who eventually would live on Phillip Island – a very windy place, which in the 

1950s looked very different from what it is today. 

 

In the 1950s Freda and her husband Frank purchased the twenty acre farm at the corner of 

Church Street and Justice Road. “She Oke Hill” still had a few surviving small stands of 

Sheoaks, and these would serve as a nucleus for later extensive planting of indigenous 

species. 

 

Aerial photography of Phillip Island on postcards of the 1950s and 1960s, show a very 

different picture from the one we see today. Avenues of mainly pines and cypresses on 

farmland, very little roadside planting, few street trees, and very little attempt at tree planting 

on the streets and reserves of the new housing subdivisions which were opening up seemingly 

all over the island. This was a very different ‘vegetation-scape’ from the one we see today. 

Freda Davey was one of the pioneers of this new ‘vegetation-scape’. 
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The purchase of She Oke Hill was an opportunity for Freda to develop her horticultural skills, 

and to experiment with what, at the time, was a relatively new idea: “Let’s grow native 

plants”. 

 

1957 saw the founding of the Society for Growing Australian Plants (SGAP) (now known as 

the Australian Plants Society Victoria) and was the beginning of a revolution in farmland and 

roadside planting, and, in many ways was a forerunner of the highly successful Landcare 

program which followed from the 1980s. 

 

She Oke Hill and its extended farmland gave Freda the opportunity to experiment with 

windbreak and shelter belt planting in exposed areas. From the low-growing shrubs of the 

first line of defence, to the medium shrubs, to the trees which would give shade to stock, each 

windbreak was carefully planned, fenced and planted. 

 

At that time this was a most unconventional practice, and Freda was regarded as an eccentric 

in the farming fraternity. Firstly, using native plants instead of cypresses was unheard of, 

fencing off creeks and other watercourses to keep stock out as Freda had done on her Ventnor 

property, was just not done, and furthermore, women were not regarded as farmers. 

 

In 1966 Freda and a group of like-minded friends called a meeting in the Masonic Hall 

Cowes and so the Phillip Island Tree Planting Association (PITPA) was formed. The 

Association’s main aim was to encourage the planting of native species in streets, road 

reserves, and in the public reserves which were included in the planning of newly opened 

housing estates. PITPA played a  leading role in street tree planting in Church Street from 

Justice Road to Anderson Street, numerous plantings along major roads, an experimental 

planting at the Nobbies (which was a total failure!) and the public reserve at the “Teddy Bear 

Estate”. 

 

PITPA lobbied for the closure of the Red Rocks fire track, and, when this was achieved, 

undertook much weeding, followed by indigenous planting in that area. 

 

In 1969 She Oke Hill became the venue for the Association’s meetings and members could 

enjoy the garden in summer and a comfortable open fire in winter. In 1974 PITPA decided on 

a name change to “Phillip Island Tree & Garden Association” and widened its scope to 

include encouragement of native and indigenous planting in private gardens as well as on 

public land. Speakers at the Association’s meetings at She Oke Hill included members of the 

Society for Growing Australian Plants – greatly enhancing the knowledge of those in 

attendance. 

 

Freda never lost her love of gardening, tree planting and farming. But Freda was well ahead 

of her time. Street trees are now considered a necessity of town planning for urban 

temperature abatement  in times of climate change, and many farmers now commit tracts of 

their land to watercourse restoration and wide shelter belts of indigenous plants. Phillip Island 

owes much to this woman farmer and conservationist. 
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Freda’s driveway at “She Oke Hill”, 1980s – full of native plants 
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Anne Davie, OAM 

 

 

Anne and her brother Neil on the beach in front of Broadwater 

 

It was in January 1943 that my parents brought my brother Neil and me for a holiday to the 

Scotch College Camp in Lovers Walk, Cowes.  My uncle was a friend of a senior teacher so 

we were able to stay in one of the huts. It was war-time and a time of austerity and 

uncertainty.  My father was able to collect enough fuel coupons for the trip.   

 

I still recall my amazement as we ran down the sand-dunes and saw the golden sand that 

seemed to stretch as far as the eye could see.  There was not a person in sight.  The tide was 

way out and little crabs kept emerging and then disappearing. 

 

There were koalas in the camp trees and the air was full of the sound of birds. When we 

walked from the camp we entered a Banksia forest and I was quite certain I had found the 

home of fairies and elves. 

 

For two weeks Neil and I explored the sand-dunes and the beaches.  I remember I cried when 

it was time to return home. The tranquillity of the place was such a change from the talk of 

war. 

 

I came to Phillip Island in 1956, a city girl who became a dairy-farmer’s wife.  Husband Bob 

was on the Warley Hospital Committee and he came home from a meeting, not long after we 

married, and told of the forthcoming Hospital Birthday Event.  Apparently it had been 

decided that to cut costs, margarine was to be used on the sandwiches instead of butter. The 

Island had many dairy farms at that time and many were struggling financially. The Hospital 
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was loved and respected by the community and I believed the margarine decision was 

thoughtless and ill-considered.   

 

I wrote to the Committee requesting that butter be used on the sandwiches as a gesture of 

support for the local dairying industry and butter prevailed! This was my first involvement in 

community action and I was only 21 years old! 

 

I have been involved in a number of activities and actions with regard to conservation on 

Phillip Island over many years.  I remember my first tree-planting, when I was heavily 

pregnant, took place in the Ventnor Koala Reserve, in the late 1950’s.  I was active in the 

Marina proposal at Rhyll and the Toll on the Bridge. 

 

I was on the Saltwater Creek Action Group (SWAG) 1988 when a Canal development was 

proposed at Ventnor.  I stood for Council in 1989 and was active in the lobbying for a Noise 

Control Notice on the Phillip Island Motor Circuit.  At this time a number of planning 

applications came before Council and a group of people formed the Phillip Island 

Community Association that lobbied for the approval of appropriate developments that did 

not compromise the local environment. I was the Association’s President.  I have frequently 

appeared at VCAT hearings on planning matters. 

 

I was active in opposing the Seal Rocks Development, the multiple-storey plans for the Isle 

of Wight site, the car ferry terminal at the Cowes Jetty, the environmentally insensitive motel 

development at the Racing Circuit and the Preserve Western Port campaign. 

 

I have been involved with the Barb Martin Bushbank since it opened in 1998, as a committee 

member and a volunteer.  The propagation of the Island’s indigenous plants has changed the 

Island’s landscape and provided shelter and habitat for bird and wild-life and enhanced 

fenced remnant vegetation. 

 

I was the community representative on the PINP’s Ethics Committee for 13 years. 

 

I am presently the President of the Barb Martin Bushbank and the Phillip Island Conservation 

Society.  

 

There were two occasions that related to community opposition to the Seal Rocks building at 

the Nobbies.  This is probably the most passionate Phillip Island conservation issue that I 

recall on the island.  Residents and visitors felt the Nobbies was very special and out-of-

bounds for a private development.  It was regarded as a place for reflection, a place of beauty, 

a place free and wild. 

 

When the then Minister of Planning came to the Nobbies, he was confronted by dozens of 

vocal and irate people.  He told those present that he would meet with them in Cowes at an 

arranged time, to enable those wishing to express their views on the proposal. 
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I still recall that day when many of us gathered at the Continental to present to the Minister.  

People spoke of their love for this special place on the Island and their feeling of being 

responsible as its guardian and its voice.  And I remember how proud I was of my community 

that day and my disgust when after only half of those present had spoken, the bored Minister, 

stood up, picked up his brief-case and without saying a word to those assembled, left the 

room. 

 

I would like to think that as a result of my involvement in conservation over many years and 

with many challenges, that there have been good outcomes. 

 

I feel my contribution to Landcare has been important and has assisted in the appreciation 

and value of the Island rural landscapes and the need to support a sustainable farming 

community. 

 

After a professional life in the health industry, I decided on my retirement to become active 

in improving the health of the environment. 

 

With the support of Phillip Island Landcare my husband Bob, son Richard and I were able to 

plant thousands of trees on “Bimbadeen” and weed and pest issues were addressed. I 

undertook a two year course so that our farm could be recognised as being environmentally 

sustainable.  All decisions and actions with regard to the farm are monitored and documented 

and professionally audited.    Birdlife has increased and the tree lines provide shelter in 

winter and summer shade.  “Bimbadeen” has won many Landcare awards. I am proud that 

the farm is sustainable and that people can visit and learn about farming life on Phillip Island. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Anne at Government House in 2005 when Bob and Anne won the State Landcare Award.  

Photograph includes Bob Cameron, Minister of Agriculture, John Thwaites, Minister of the 

Environment and Governor John Landy 
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It is 60 years since I came to live on the Island and I believe in that time, there is a much 

greater appreciation of the value of its unique natural environment. 

 

I believe that Council is now aware of the contribution of the environmental groups in 

preserving the natural assets and respect their commitment. 

 

The 2016-2035 Phillip Island and San Remo Visitor Economy Strategy states that the 

environment is the economy and the economy is the environment. The recently formed 

Tourism Strategy Reference Group is working towards Phillip Island gaining Global 

Recognition for Conservation.  This is very positive for the vision we want for the Island into 

the future. 

 

The Phillip Island Nature Parks’ commitment to the protection and enhancement of the areas 

of the Island that it manages is very important. There is a co-operative partnership with the 

Bass Coast Council and this will ensure good ongoing outcomes for the natural environment. 

I am optimistic – albeit with the challenge of climate change – that the Island’s natural 

environment will continue to be valued and protected. I know that if the assets are threatened 

the community will come together and be heard. 

 

Ode to the nobbies 

 

This Sentinel of time 

This grandeur of rock and breaker 

Caressed by wind and rain 

Majestic and powerful. 

 

The dipping gull, the boisterous seal, 

The diving penguin bear testimony 

To a special place –  

Their sanctuary. 

 

To its rocky platform 

The aborigines did come 

For shellfish, to feast 

And to tell stories of the Dreamtime. 

 

And in our frantic lives 

We need this place 

To embrace the wind 

To feel the space. 
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To hear the call of the bird 

And the sound of the sea 

To rejoice in the beauty 

And replenish the soul. 

 

This Sentinel of time 

This grandeur of rock and breaker 

Caressed by wind and rain 

Waits in silence. 

 

Anne Davie, 1996. 
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Jan Fleming 

 

         Living with nature has been an integral part of my life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jan on Surf Beach with her little dog Guinness. Painted by John Adam 

 

Growing up in the 1950’s in Belgrave and Ferntree Gully I was fortunate to be able to 

explore untouched bush with my sister and friends.  Quite early I became aware of birds and 

insects.  I was fascinated by insects, frogs and reptiles.  We caught cicadas, lizards and 

tadpoles.  We saw Lyrebirds in Sherbrooke Forest.  While at Primary School I joined the 

Gould League of Bird Lovers.  In Monbulk where I lived for over thirty years I became 

familiar with Gang Gang Cockatoos, King Parrots, Eastern and Crimson Rosellas, Bellbirds, 

birds of prey and of course Magpies and Kookaburras.  

 

While I lived in Monbulk and as my children grew older, I took care to instil in them a love 

and respect for the bush and the importance of caring for the environment.  Whenever I could 

I took the opportunity to travel through Victoria and interstate on birding trips.  In 1993 I 

joined the Committee of the Friends of the Helmeted Honeyeater (Victoria’s bird emblem).  

With my daughters, daughter-in-law and grandchildren we helped by planting trees in the 

Yellingbo area to establish corridors on farmland to ensure the endangered Helmeted 

Honeyeater would survive. 

 

In 1997 I moved to Phillip Island. My parents had lived here.   

 

I joined PICS, and became a committee member.  Gradually I learned about the history of 

Phillip Island.  I also joined Friends of the Koalas and I am still on the committee. I have 

great admiration for the tireless work of Patsy Hunt, President of Friends of the Koalas.  

About the same time I joined WESBOC as a committee member (now BirdLife Bass Coast), 
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and have participated in many activities including bird counts over the years.  I was Secretary 

for two years.  I became friends with Elizabeth Shaw who helped me become aware of the 

plight of the Hooded Plover.  With Elizabeth and others I spent many hours assisting in the 

protection of these endangered birds and spreading awareness of their importance. 

 

In 2004 Rob Scalzo, Dave Graham and myself formed the Surf Beach/Sunderland Bay 

Coastcare Group, which still continues today with more volunteers interested in the 

revegetation of the dunes and cliffs.  I have always collected rubbish from beaches, spoken to 

people about the necessity to control dogs and attempted to educate the public about the 

importance to the balance of the environment of native birds and animals.  Recently, for a 

couple of years, I joined the Domestic Animal Committee formed by the Bass Coast Shire 

Council.  I am particularly concerned by the increasing number of dogs off lead on beaches.  

With the Nature Parks I helped to initiate an afterhours Wildlife Rescue group using 

volunteers; during that time I rescued Shearwaters, Wallabies and two Gannets. 

 

Some years ago I was a committee member of FOCIS and secretary for twelve months.  I was 

involved with tree planting on Churchill Island, with the Working Horse Festival, and various 

other activities. I was involved with the proposal of Lindsay Fox’s corporation to develop the 

race track, to have accommodation and a golf course.  We went to VCAT; fortunately it did 

not go ahead.  Also some time ago there was a proposal for a Port of Hastings, as has 

happened over the years. It was stopped at the time; more recently it has been stopped for 

good.  I went to meetings and wrote lots of letters.   I am now actively involved in Scenic 

Estate Conservation Reserve, an area of land east of Surf Beach which has been rescued from 

inappropriate development.  One of the things I enjoy most is helping to restore degraded 

bushland. 

 

I am on the Community Advisory Committee of the Nature Parks which gives me a chance to 

have an input into future projects.  I have participated in bird counts over the years for the 

Nature Parks. I am also on the Committee of the Barb Martin Bushbank and have enjoyed 

working there for many years helping to propagate the indigenous plants of Phillip Island.  

People purchase plants to enhance their properties and encourage birds and native animals.  

 

The achievement which has given me the most satisfaction has been as a volunteer working 

with others to ensure the future preservation of Hooded Plovers.  In doing so I have met many 

wonderful people such as Bob Baird, Bessie Tyers, Sue Saliba, Helen Dennis and Sophie 

Maddigan.  The most memorable occasion was the success of the fledging of three Hooded 

Plovers in 2006 on Surf Beach after twenty years of unsuccessful attempts.  Of course there 

are many other native birds such as Oyster Catchers, Gulls, Stints and migratory birds which 

need our constant attention. 

 

I am sure that my greatest and most enduring contribution has been my constant effort to 

educate, inform, and otherwise help people to understand the importance of preserving and 

maintaining the diversity of our local environment.  Of looking at the big picture and acting 

as part of a group, or as an individual to be thorough in making small but significant changes 
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for the better.  In working together with the Shire Council, Nature Parks, and Parks Victoria 

to ensure a sensible balance between development and the protection of the environment. 

 

I like to think that the unique flora, fauna and beautiful beaches of Phillip Island can be 

preserved for future generations.  This has been my motivation since I moved to the Island, 

and will continue to be as long as I am able to contribute.  I would like more people to realise 

how precious this island is, and quite possibly a population cap would be appropriate in the 

future. 

 

 
Jan (with bag) collecting indigenous seed with others for the Barb Martin Bush Bank 
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Christine Grayden 

 

 

 

Christine Grayden (right) with Anne Davie at the  

Antarctic Experience, the Nobbies 

 

When I was just five or six years old my sister Billie (then age 7) and I were taken by another 

pair of sisters to a secret ‘fairy dell’ in Burwood, near where we lived. The dell was bordered 

either side by paling fences, many with gates out onto the reserve, and it was behind one of 

these fences that the other sisters lived. This place was certainly enchanted, in a good way. A 

small creek, about two feet wide, gurgled happily in the middle over smooth, mossy pebbles, 

and the banks either side were covered in thick, lush green mosses. Silver birch saplings had 

invaded the dell, and formed a cool canopy for us to play under. Our high voices must have 

rung out, for a lady appeared from one of the gates and told us not to drink the creek water, 

that if we needed a drink she had cold lemonade for us. We happily accepted, as the sisters 

knew the lady, and all went into her incredibly tidy garden, where a neatly laid-out vegetable 

garden was being visited by white butterflies. To me, these were the fairies, who came to the 

garden because the lady was so kind. This is my earliest clear memory of an ‘encounter with 

nature’.  

 

From when I was about 11 years old, my sister and I spent our summer holidays with our 

grandmother in Wonthaggi. However, when I was 16 she moved to Phillip Island to live with 

my uncle Keith, who was a professional fisherman in a small way. I went to stay with Nanna 

there at Keith’s until she moved up to Grossard Point to live with her bachelor son Kevin. 

There was no room for me at Kevin’s, so I stayed on with Keith, and soon he had me out on 

the boat with him, earning my keep. It was the start of 15 years of my being a part time ‘deck 

hand’, and I loved being out on the water encountering many wonderful things: phosphorus 

gleaming green as the oars dipped in the sea; albatross flying in with their dinner plate feet 
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out front, landing, honking; dolphins visiting us out on the edge of the channel. Such 

wonderful experiences. 

 

A typical Saturday for me back in the 1970s would consist of Keith and I packing a big 

thermos, sandwiches, cake and fruit, and heading out to Swan Lake to plant trees, or grub 

gorse for the whole day.  

 

I was secretary of PICS from 1979-87, and have been secretary now since 2011. I have also 

done two stints as treasurer and many years as editor of the Penguin newsletter; a job I now 

share with my husband John Eddy. A really fun thing I was able to do in less busy times was 

the Children’s Environment Mornings which I ran monthly for a number of years with a 

different theme each month. Setting up the PICS display at the Bass Coast Shire Environment 

Expo for schools in the area was also a lot of fun, and I thoroughly enjoyed interacting with 

the children at these two-day events, marvelling at their environmental knowledge.  

 

While raising two small children took up a lot of my time for 10 years or so, I was still active 

in campaigns such as saving Saltwater Creek, and also did all the word processing for the 

Foreshore Advisory Committee’s two volumes of a major report. I spent many years writing 

drafts for the PICS history, and in the end got a huge hand up from a committee – Margaret 

Hancock, Anne Davie, Penny Manning and my editor David Bradley – and wrote the final in 

about 10 months. This book – An Island Worth Conserving: A History of the Phillip Island 

Conservation Society 1968-2008 – went on to win the Community/Collaborative section of 

the Victorian Community History Awards. 

 

I had a fairly tumultuous five years as PICS representative on the Penguin Reserve 

Committee of Management (the forerunner of the PINP) from its inception in 1984 until 

1989, during a time when the Committee closed the Summerland section of the Ventnor Rd 

from dusk til dawn, decided to buy back the Summerland Estate and put a cap on visitor 

numbers to the Penguin Parade. The Committee was unpopular with many islanders, and the 

above decisions were met with much derision from locals. However, when we look at these 

decisions now, they are all perfectly reasonable. 

   

There have been so many memorable occasions since I joined PICS in 1969, but I think 

taking John Eddy, whom I hardly knew, out to Swan Lake, where he had never been, on the 

first Sunday of spring in 1984 was highly memorable. This was the start of not only our life 

together, but also John’s tremendous amount of hard work on PICS’s behalf in so many 

fields. The day was glorious, the wattle was blooming, the water birds and bush birds were 

calling – what a great place it is thanks to PICS, and what a wonderful place to fall in love! 

 

An Island Worth Conserving is probably my greatest achievement, and is a reference book for 

the history of the Phillip Island environment that is still being used today. 

 

As an historian familiar with the stories of Phillip Island’s past, I can say we have come a 

long way since 1842 when the McHaffie brothers first settled Phillip Island. After them, in 
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1868 when Phillip Island was opened up to closer settlement, the new settlers continued the 

McHaffie practice of burning the bush and clearing, especially when chicory was being kiln 

dried and requiring two tons of wood for every ton of chicory dried.  

 

PICS planted many thousands of trees, but when Landcare started on the island in 1987, and 

the Barb Martin Bush Bank took off, suddenly the tally went to hundreds of thousands, 

planted by many more volunteers than PICS could muster alone. What a huge difference this 

has made to the Phillip Island landscape! 

 

Urban planning now has meant that the days of shoddy subdivisions with no paths, 

connectivity, drainage or public open space of any kind, are over. PICS fought long and hard 

for these basic design elements in new estates. And now, thanks to town boundaries, Phillip 

Island will not be over-run by residential estates for the foreseeable future. 

 

The advent of the Phillip Island Nature Parks in 1996 has also made a great difference to the 

reserves on Phillip Island. Well resourced with a huge amount of expertise and experience in 

the staff, PINP is well placed to continue its good work in our reserves. 

 

So, how do I see the future? I am an optimist. I believe that PINP will continue to operate on 

sound environmental principles, that Bass Coast Shire Council officers and councillors will 

continue to maintain the town boundaries as long as the law permits, and that all the 

volunteer environmental groups currently on Phillip Island have a bright and active future. 

While climate change makes many aspects of our future lives uncertain, we must all strive to 

work for the best environmental outcomes on our own patch – think globally, act locally. My 

hope is that every subdivision and town on Phillip Island will have their own zero carbon 

producing power sources; that trees will be valued and not cut down as possible public 

hazards or architectural nuisances; that plastic bags and excess packaging will become a thing 

of the past; that biodiversity will be respected and encouraged and that Phillip Islanders and 

our visitors will as a matter of course, always think of the environment first. 

  
 

PICS Secretaries l-r: Margaret Johnson, Bruce Howe,  

Christine Grayden, Coral Oswin Wood, Ken Pound. 
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Margaret Hancock 

 

 

 

It’s the summer of 1934/35. I’m a rather small three year old. Along the north wall of our 

house there is a space (probably four feet wide) between the wall and the, to me, high paling 

fence. This space is always in shade at ground level, and is a welcome refuge on hot summer 

days. Near the fence is a shallow, hard surfaced storm water drain (it may be concrete, but 

I’m not sure). On the walls of the drain grow patches of soft, green, beautiful moss – lovely 

to look at, and beautiful to pat! And, if I am very careful, I can work my fingers under the 

edge of the moss, fold it back, and, if I’m lucky there will be some tiny wriggly creatures 

underneath, and if I’m super lucky, there will be a tiny frog, who will hop off to a safe place 

well away from me! And then I fold the moss back into place and pat it down. This is a very 

special private investigation which I don’t share with anyone else. 

 

Of course, growing up in Ballarat, one of the great adventures is going to Lake Wendouree to 

feed the swans. There is an element of danger in this. Black swans are taller than I am! They 

have very bright eyes and red beaks, as they waddle towards us. A reassuring voice says: “Put 

the bread on the flat of your hand, and hold it out to the swans – they won’t hurt you.” Well, 

I’m not too sure about that advice, but it turns out to be true. And, as the years go by I’ll be 

bigger than the swans and learn to be protective of them and their environment. 

 

I’ll also delight in watching a dignified swan sitting on its nest. A nest which has become 

detached from the firm surface on which it was built, and is now floating on the surface of the 
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water. Somehow the swan continues to look calm and dignified no matter what currents and 

eddies turn the nest. 

 

I attended the public meeting in 1968 at which PICS was established. I had become a 

ratepayer in 1960, and had developed a strong interest in, and appreciation of, the island 

environment. There had been publicity in the Melbourne Herald about the marina 

development proposed in the Rhyll Inlet (then known as The Nits), and publicity about the 

public meeting called to oppose it. So I came to the island especially to attend the meeting, on 

a proverbial “dark and stormy night” at the Parish Hall. There I became a foundation member 

of PICS and was subsequently on the committee from 1974-1981 and President for 30 years 

from 1982. Since then, in one way or another, I’ve probably been involved in all of the PICS 

campaigns, meetings, and numerous working bees and appeared at many VCAT hearings. I 

was also a foundation member of Friends of the Koalas. 

 

1972 was a very important year for me as I became a permanent resident of Cowes, secretary 

to the Vestry of St Philip’s Anglican church, secretary of the Phillip Island Tree & Garden 

Association, and switched careers from music education to horticulture with Freda Davey at 

“She Oke Hill”. What a learning curve! The value of planting local, indigenous species, the 

importance of fencing shelter belts and water courses, and the importance of the Society for 

Growing Australian Plants were all essential learning for my move to a small garden centre in 

Cowes a few years later. 

 

1972 was also the year of my introduction to the ways of bureaucracy! I was invited to join 

the Cowes Foreshore Advisory Committee, which was responsible for recommending 

necessary works to the relevant government departments and the Phillip Island Shire Council. 

Our working area was from Grossard Point to the Nits (Rhyll Inlet). Month by month we 

trudged the beaches, scrambled up the cliffs, and wrote letters and more letters of 

recommendation for various essential maintenance works. All our recommendations were 

unacknowledged or ignored, so, in the end, we all resigned – foolishly thinking “that will 

cause action”. No authority even bothered to respond to our mass resignation and I learnt an 

important lesson: Never Give Up! 

 

The first big campaign for the newly formed PICS was to raise funds to purchase the land 

associated with the ill-fated marina proposal at the Rhyll Inlet. The funds were raised, and the 

land which we now know as “Conservation Hill” purchased, and so a valuable link was 

formed between the Oswin Roberts Reserve and the Rhyll Inlet. 

 

Some years later when I was president of PICS, there was a much shorter, but very vigorous 

campaign to oppose a new shopping centre proposed for the south west corner of the Ventnor 

Road and St Helen’s Road at Summerland. Owing to vigorous action from PICS this proposal 

vanished fairly promptly – but, had it succeeded, would the Summerland’s buy-back been 

possible? 
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Perhaps my most memorable occasion in conservation involvement came when, answering a 

knock at the door at 8.30 one morning, I was greeted by an officer of the Sheriff’s 

Department, who handed me a subpoena to appear in the Supreme Court in relation to the 

proposed Seal Rocks development, as I had been campaigning publicly against the 

development and was at that time a Phillip Island Nature Park Board member. As events 

turned out, I subsequently was not required to appear; but I’m still inclined to the thought that 

this was a lost opportunity to speak on behalf of the environment! 

 

When I eventually had opportunity to read the much redacted transcription of the hearing I 

treasured the evidence of the Environment Minister, Marie Tehan, who had appointed me to 

the PINP Board, and expressed her opinion that I had every right to dissent from the majority 

Board decision.  

 

I have tried consistently to break down the “them and us” feeling between first, the Phillip 

Island Shire, and now the Bass Coast Shire, and between PICS and state and federal 

authorities. We may often disagree, but if we persist we often can help make for better 

decision-making. 

 

Looking back a long way, I would suggest that the buy-back of Summerland began on those 

evenings when volunteers were out on the Nobbies Road between Mandeville Road and the 

Nobbies. We were recording the number of vehicles/penguins/foxes/wallabies/rabbits/ 

nocturnal birds – anything that crossed the 200 metres or so each of us had been given to 

patrol. Yes, we were those “crazy greenies”, and yes, we received a good deal of abuse from 

unsympathetic car drivers and passengers. But look at the end result! More than any of us 

would have envisaged. 

 

I am very partial to the Chinese proverb: “Even a journey of a thousand leagues begins with a 

single step”. And I would suggest that those Nobbies Road data gatherers took the “single 

step” Look at the result almost fifty years on! It took many years, but sharing in the creation 

of what has become the Phillip Island Nature Parks has been a very demanding and 

rewarding experience. 

 

I hope that Phillip Island will learn to balance the demands of tourism and the “Natural 

Attraction”, as it seems that we can’t have one without the other. I also hope that PICS will 

become a much stronger voice in educating the permanent residents and holiday-home 

owners so that they also will share in taking responsibility for caring for the natural attraction 

– which is the reason most of them came here in the first place! 

 

And that we get the overall planning right! If the Planning Schemes and environmental plans 

and regulations are not in order, no amount of working bees will set things right. PICS has to 

persist, and not take local/state/federal decisions for granted. It is hard slog; but we are given 

opportunity to take part in the decision-making process, and we must always be ready to take 

a constructive part in that process. 
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Margaret pulling pest algae, Newhaven 
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Patricia (Patsy) Hunt 

 

 

 

Patsy planting a commemorative tree at the KCC 

 

When I arrived in Australia from England, aged three and a half years, my father was waiting 

on the dock with a toy koala which I named “Billy Blue Gum”. My Koala toy, which I still 

have, went everywhere with me; odd that I was to be connected with koalas again years later. 

My first real encounter with nature was walks along the Yarra River with my much older 

brother and our dog. We would walk for hours along the beautiful river bank surrounded by 

birds and trees. I was about six years old and being so close to nature was truly wonderful. 

 

Having taken part in tree planting for the bicentennial celebrations, I first became truly active 

when, under the auspices of the Phillip Island Conservation Society, the Friends of the Koalas 

group was formed in 1990. Activities at that time were establishing the group financially, tree 

planting (mainly in Oswin Roberts Reserve and the Koala Conservation Centre plantation), 

koala counts and the creation of a quarterly newsletter. 

 

Activities over the years that I have been involved with include some 27 years of habitat 

work with Friends of the Koalas Inc. I have planted hundreds of trees and understorey species 

and pulled up endless weeds on our monthly Habitat Days. I have also helped to conduct 

monthly koala counts at the Koala Conservation Centre for over 20 years and collected 

rubbish every year on Clean Up Australia Day. More recently, a monthly bird count is 

conducted at the KCC with the koala count. 

 

I have been participating for some years with Red Rocks Coastcare group working bees and 

more recently with the Saltwater Creek Coastcare group. I have been a volunteer with 
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Hooded Plover Watch since 2000 and also take part in the Phillip Island Nature Parks 

quarterly Hooded Plover and Gull counts, and Bird Life’s quarterly wader counts.  

 

As for campaigns, I have made many submissions on proposed developments and on any 

applications that threaten indigenous vegetation and wildlife.. These campaigns have had 

mixed results but one has to keep persevering! I am the President of Friends of the Koalas 

and a member of Bird Life Bass Coast and the Phillip Island Conservation Society. 

 

The opening of the Koala Conservation Centre in June 1992 was very memorable. The KCC 

was such an innovative and inspiring project and now, 25 years on, what a transformed area it 

is! From farm paddocks and a small area of remnant bush to a revegetated area of woodland 

and wetland which has made a real difference to Phillip Island’s flora and fauna.  

 

Other memorable occasions for me were the opening of the Barb Martin Bush Bank in 

September 1998 and, more recently, being part of the Governor’s reception celebrating 20 

years of the Phillip Island Nature Park. 

 

I think my greatest achievement has been helping to conserve and enhance Phillip Island’s 

precious environment with my participation in revegetation projects. I also hope that I have 

contributed to conservation by helping to keep people informed and educated for the past 27 

years with the Friends of the Koalas quarterly newsletter. 

 

My hopes for the natural environment of Phillip Island are that it is protected from people 

pressure and over-development, that more indigenous vegetation is planted – including in 

residential areas – and that residents and visitors learn to protect and appreciate our precious 

wildlife and the habitat they need to survive. My aims are to try and make these hopes 

become a reality! 

 

 
 

Removing ragwort in Oswin Roberts Reserve - Patsy on the right with  

PINP rangers Sue and Sam and FOK member Lee 
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Margaret (Marg) Johnson 

 

 

 

Margaret Johnson 

 

I realise now that I was very fortunate to be allowed complete freedom to roam the unique 

bushlands around Eltham as a very curious child. I heard various owls calling at night, found 

dead snakes left on wire fences so placed them on ant heaps to be cleaned and then worn as 

necklaces, but best of all I was taught the local names for wildflowers by other children. Billy 

Buttons, Milkmaids, Egg and Bacon, Greenhoods, Early Nancys, “No, Silly, not Sarsparilla 

but Hovea, can’t you tell the difference?” Once learned, never forgotten. 

 

Our family also had regular beach and bush holidays, but no camping, alas. I remember 

making up stories, inspired by the wildflowers, mosses and “fairy rings” of toadstools in the 

paddocks around our house, including activities and theatrics for my younger cousins and 

sister probably influenced by fairy stories like “Peg’s Fairy Book“, Brownies and Guides.  I 

loved the “bush craft” part of Guides, and still love to leave secret messages with sticks and 

stones for particular friends! 

 

Soon after purchasing our place in Ventnor in 1985, my husband Greg and I attended a 

meeting of PICS in Cowes.  The scope of matters being dealt with on the crowded agenda 

amazed us.  Later I volunteered to be PICS Secretary and remained in that position for 20 

years. From then on every issue on PICS’ agenda added to my involvement.  I attended many 
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regular working bees including revegetating Five Ways and replanting the Bicentennial forest 

in Ventnor Beach Road in 1988.   

 

I was inspired by Ailsa Swan’s philosophy of using planning law persistently and with 

precision “beyond being popular” and embracing technology as much as she was able. Other 

inspiring leaders included Margaret Hancock, Greg Johnson and Bob Baird. 

 

A previous role earlier in parenthood when we helped establish a pioneer model for a parent-

run alternative local primary school (now called the Hurstbridge Learning Co-operative and 

still the longest running alternative school in Australia) convinced me about the value of 

“grassroots” activism. Work in community learning centres as a co-ordinator where the focus 

was on community empowerment reinforced my belief in community engagement, and was 

the strongest link to my environmental work on Phillip Island.  I subsequently completed a 

Graduate Diploma in Community Education at Monash University. 

 

Highlights included, working with Ailsa Swan on the Wintersun-Ruth Partridge Hotel/golf 

proposal on “reference trips” to various authorities and departments in the city. I helped 

prepare the VCAT case against the South Coast Hotel, with help from Environment 

Defenders Victoria (now Environmental Justice Australia) and found pro-bono barristers 

through PILCH. I helped organise the Saltwater Creek campaign against the proposed Canal 

based proposal (what a saga and it didn’t even get to VCAT!). The Isle of Wight hotel 

proposal took a great deal of preparation time, but we had a win and also had some useable 

quotes which we were able to use in subsequent battles! In fact the legal administrations and 

intricacies of VCAT cases strengthened my belief that planning law is democracy in action, 

apart from the burden of fund raising for “expert witnesses”.  

 

Many joyful hours were spent in working bees in Oswin Roberts Reserve revegetating coupes 

with Barb Martin and others, with billy tea provided by Ranger Scott. I was also PICS 

Bulletin editor for several years. And how many years were spent on various Grand Prix 

issues? Another win was achieving an acceptable subdivision design used for the “Toscana 

Rise” Settlement Road subdivision, thus saving valuable coastal environment.  Sometimes 

my correspondence with the local council administration was frustrating when responses 

didn’t arrive.  However, as always, over 20 years, I was always aware of the advantages and 

disadvantages of being an off-Islander, or “outsider” when working with the wonderful 

Phillip Island community. 

 

Saving Saltwater Creek was my most memorable occasion. I helped produce a regular 

Campaign Bulletin which inspired hundreds of contributions and offers of help and 

attendances at press events, rallies, and public meetings.  I also produced a Press Kit sent to 

all media outlets resulting in a couple of helicopters landing on the beach and disgorging 

useful journalists and photographers! Songs and poems were contributed and performed, and 

300 people joined hands for the aerial shots to show where the dreaded canal walls would go. 

I still have fading purple spirit duplicator copies of “The Ballad of Salt Water Creek” with all 

nine verses. 
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My greatest achievement is in finding and working with other dedicated, enlightened 

environmentalists in every way necessary: be it legal, patient research, practical admin 

support, and political activism.  “Thinking globally, acting locally.” 

 

I was also pleased to successfully introduce the idea of tax deductibility for PICS fund 

raising. 

 

I hope that rampant greed and overdevelopment diminishes on the Island and that sane, 

enlightened policies prevail.  And that young people continue to grasp their educational and 

technological advantages and continue the essential Phillip Island conservation work. 

 

 
Margaret (centre with sunglasses) and her grandchildren celebrate the building of an 

access stairway at Red Rocks with other Red Rocks Coast Action members 
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Penny Manning 

 

 

 

Penny with grandson Reuben at the Nobbies 

 

Mount Eliza in the 1950s was mostly bush with few houses scattered throughout. My two 

brothers and I had this environment for our back yard. From the age of five, I walked to 

school along a narrow track through a large bush block known as “The Wilderness” – 

initially with my mother and then with friends. I shared my mother’s love of the outdoors. 

These daily trips are among my favourite memories. The change of seasons brought exciting 

new things. I eagerly waited for the Australian Eastern Robins to start their new nest and then 

watch the progress to the chicks fledging. I always wanted to pick the flowers but was 

discouraged so others could enjoy them.  The spider orchids, the egg and bacon plants, the 

flax- and chocolate-lilies and the wattles were always a diversion. I would stop to shoo a 

skink from the path or would try to catch a dragon fly. I wonder now if my mother simply 

wished for a hasty return trip to begin the tasks waiting at home. 

 

I also had the beach, barely a kilometre away.  Summers were spent walking the tide line 

collecting shells or exploring the rock pools, snorkelling and sailing. I have always tried to 

share the joy of the outdoors with my children and I am delighted that their preferred holidays 

with their families are in the bush under canvas. 

  

My husband and I came to live on Phillip Island so that our three sons could have the same 

childhood experiences that we had enjoyed. My husband spent time as a boy in rural 

Tasmania. The open spaces, the rural views, the beach and the bush made Phillip Island 

perfect. I was busy with work for the first few years but had a good neighbour who kept me 

up to date with local issues. 
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Through the community service component of the curriculum at Newhaven College I was 

able to find environmental projects in which to involve the students. This conservation work 

involved mostly tree planting at sites such as Cape Woolamai, Churchill Island, Conservation 

Hill and Ventnor Common. Students also did track work at Rowell’s Swamp and built the 

bird hide there.  

 

The first time I remember being involved in discussions to defend the environment was about 

the proposal for a marina development at San Remo in 1987. Many members of the 

Newhaven Yacht Squadron were in favour of the proposal but others were not. I was arguing 

for a thorough environmental assessment of the proposal. Not just an assessment of the state 

of the mud flats where the marina was planned but also the impact on the coastline and tidal 

flow. It was at this time that I joined my neighbour in attending a PICS meeting. 

  

As a member of the Western Port Bird Observers I became involved in bird counts and 

assisted Landcare in the monitoring of birds in their Wildlife Corridors. 

 

Recently, when sorting old papers, I found the offer from the University of Melbourne for a 

place in their graduate qualification in Town Planning for 1970. I accepted the offer but, by 

the time the course started, I had met my future husband and my life had taken yet another 

direction. I often wonder how my life may have been different had I completed this course 

and been on the planning officer’s side of many of the issues I have opposed with PICS - Seal 

Rocks Australia, the Isle of Wight development, the Cowes Golf Club redevelopment and the 

race track hotel to name a few. Having the opportunity to meet with developers before their 

proposals reach the planning application stage has been so worthwhile for PICS. PICS’ 

standing in the community is obvious, when as a member of these meetings, opinions are 

listened to even if not always heeded. Many a modification to an application has been made 

after these meetings and the community does not realize the work PICS does make to protect 

the environment through limiting development, saving vegetation and preserving history. 

Locally I have been involved with Newhaven Coast Action and feral broom eradication along 

the foreshore. 

 

How well I remember turning up at Ventnor on September 22, 2009 to join a large group of 

people opposed to the rezoning of the “Cadogan land”.  The then Victorian Minister of 

Planning in the Napthine Government, Matthew Guy, did not heed the original advice of his 

department and had ignored the recommendations of the Bass Coast Shire and an 

Independent Planning Panel. On September 8, he approved the rezoning of 24 acres of 

farmland to residential land. When the decision was announced, not only were Islanders 

furious but several politicians in his own party were not happy. The campaign opposing the 

rezoning went international when celebrity Miley Cyrus, through her friendship with film star 

Liam Hemsworth, a Ventnor local, tweeted her opposition to her millions of followers. The 

protest was planned for the 22nd. Not long after I arrived to join the very vocal group (with 

plenty of press) word came via Jon Faine on the ABC that the minister had announced that he 

would not proceed with the rezoning. Although the crowd was delighted with the news there 

was a sense of ‘anticlimax’. Protesters slowly dispersed. Eventually all the shady details of 
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the background to both Minister’s decisions would be known. There was a multi-million 

dollar settlement by the government to appease the purchasers of the land who had committed 

to the purchase on the Minister’s initial decision. Yet another planning mess that left the 

taxpayers paying. 

 

In 2006 the book “Come for a walk! Exploring Phillip Island” was published. This book was 

a community project organised by a volunteer organising committee. I was asked to join four 

other PICS members on this committee in 2003. Volunteers wrote the walks, tested the 

walks, designed the maps and took the photos. The printing of the book was made possible by 

a Community Grant from the Bass Coast Shire. All the proceeds were to go to not-for-profit 

groups on Phillip Island for historical or environmental projects. Many years of hard work 

went into preparing the book for publication. Each walk had points of interest many of which 

required research into their history, environmental significance or geology. By preparing 

walks that I contributed and by testing those of others I gained a greater appreciation of the 

unique environment of the Island.  

 

Many Island venues sold the book. There was no profit for the vendors so all the sales monies 

were available for distribution. The total of $20,509.38 was made and distributed over the 

following four years.  What a great pleasure it was to receive applications for funding and to 

be able to support fabulous projects. A total of nine organisations had projects funded. It is a 

constant delight to see the plaques at the cemetery, to show visitors the interpretive sign at 

Red Rocks, to see the heat mats at The Barb Martin Bushbank and to hand out BirdLife Bass 

Coast Bird Trail brochures and know that these were made possible with a contribution from  

“Come For a Walk! Exploring Phillip Island”. 

 

Visitors come to the Island to walk, swim, surf, sail and to see the “natural” attractions as 

well as the many commercial attractions. I applaud the Phillip Island Nature Parks for the 

fantastic work they do to preserve the natural environment. It is this natural environment and 

the rural land that I wish to see preserved. The work done by many to set the town boundaries 

is considerable and these boundaries must be maintained. It is nearly forty years since I came 

to live on Phillip Island permanently and in this time there has been much residential 

development within these boundaries. I accept that some more dense development is 

necessary but I hope that the Council is able to support the “character” of each of the Island 

settlements. The recent reclaiming of the land at Summerlands Peninsula and Scenic Estate 

Reserve for the public makes a great addition to the visitor experience.  Visitors may need to 

contribute to the preservation of the Island if my hopes for the Island are to be realised. 
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Barbara (Barb) Martin 

 

 

Barbara on the beach with the Thomas children 

 

When Barb retired to Phillip Island in the late 1980’s, she decided to devote her considerable 

skills and energy into caring for wildlife, with a particular interest in the establishment of 

habitat for koalas locally. 

 

The preservation and promotion of Churchill Island was another field of endeavour to which 

she devoted considerable time and many years. 

 

For six years she worked as hostess on Churchill Island, a place she loved for its beauty and 

its unique historic setting.   She started first as a volunteer and then as a part-time staff 

member. 

 

Having grown up on a farm in Western Australia, Barb knew the importance of a stress-free 

environment for native animals and on arrival on Phillip Island, wholeheartedly threw her 

energies into this.  

 

She was delighted when the battle was won to stop large buses travelling along Harbison 

Road because of the associated harassment of free range koalas living there.  As a keen 

member of the Friends of the Koalas, she had worked towards this end.  She strongly 

supported the establishment of the Koala Conservation Centre as visitors had the opportunity 

to observe koalas without interfering with the ones in the wild.  She spent many volunteer 

hours planting trees and assisting. 
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Barb was one of the first people to realise the value of establishing habitat and coups on the 

Island, away from roadsides, and delighted in the natural regeneration of understorey plants 

within the protected areas. 

 

She took a keen interest in the Penguin Parade and the welfare of injured animals and birds 

that were sent there.  She served on a committee to this end and was a volunteer in the 

penguin rehabilitation program. 

 

Barb was a hands-on person and in addition to her volunteer conservation work, she 

completed the interior construction of the Ventnor home she built.  She lined the walls with 

cedar and also made most of the furniture. 

 

Before her retirement Barb worked as a private secretary to a chartered accountant.  These 

skills were put to good use in her work as Treasurer of Friends of the Koalas and of the 

Phillip Island Conservation Society.  She was also a committee member of Friends of 

Churchill Island Society. 

 

In recognition of Barb’s work for the environment, the indigenous seed-bank and tree-

growing facility on the Phillip Island Tourist Road, established in 1998, is named the “Barb 

Martin Bushbank”. 

 

Rose Thomas remembers Barb as a sounding board and voice of reason: “Barb had a cool 

head in often heated discussions on conservation issues.  She had a quiet way of helping 

people to look at an issue from a number of perspectives and guide future actions. 

 

“Barb was respected by her many friends. She was always interested in what was happening 

in their lives and she drew people together in growing networks.” 

 

 

 Anne Oswin with Rose Thomas. 
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Coral Oswin-Wood 

 

 

 

Coral and Jack Oswin 

 

Coral’s earliest encounter in nature was living and growing up on her parents’ farm near 

Swan Hill in the Mallee. Her parents grew wheat and farmed cattle. Horses were used to sow 

these crops before tractors became available. Coral and her sisters and brother would ride 

their horses to school some several miles across paddocks. Seeing animals, birds and wildlife 

and noting the changing seasons would have been a daily experience.    

 

Her marriage to Jack probably enhanced her connection with the land. They milked cows, 

and later grew grapes and vegetables. Jack and Coral shared a keen interest watching the bird 

life and animals that inhabited the Murray River system. Their son Rex remembers going on 

several trips along the Murray to seek and find Mallee fowls, an endangered species. Jack and 

Coral would document their locations and recent activities. 

 

Coral became active in the conservation movement on Phillip Island by supporting Jack, even 

while still in Swan Hill. While living in Swan Hill, they retained a close association with the 

island where Jack had grown up, and she accompanied him to the island in the early 1950s to 

attend Koala Reserve Committee of Management meetings.  She was an important observer 

at these meetings, cheerfully providing support and also morning and afternoon tea, and 

lunch, at Broadwater where the meetings were held. 

 

They moved permanently to the island in the early 1970’s some 20 years later. She was a 

foundation member of the Phillip Island Conservation Society. With Jack, she played a key 

role in the purchase of areas of land known today as Conservation Hill and Rowell Swamp. 

The couple collected donations from local people and business, and Coral wrote to the 
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government on the Society’s behalf requesting it to match the funds raised, which they did. 

She was involved in frequent tree planting expeditions over 30 years. Many of the trees now 

flourishing in the cemetery were planted by Coral and Jack – so too at Five Ways and in all 

of the koala reserves. 

 

A memorable occasion for Coral was being presented to Prince Phillip, Duke of Edinburgh, 

as a representative of the Society, on the Cowes pier during his visit here. 

Jack’s tireless and effective work for conservation would not have been possible without 

Coral. She was his driver around the reserves and out to the Rhyll Swamp almost daily to see 

what had to be done and regularly hosted people like Graham Pizzey (nature journalist), John 

Barnard, QC, Keith Grayden (PICS), Alan Cleeland (Ranger for Koala Reserves Committee), 

Alf Dunbaven Butcher (head of Fisheries and Wildlife Division, and later director of Zoos 

Victoria), Arch Cavanagh (secretary of Fisheries and Wildlife) and many others by providing 

the comforts of her home and endless cups of tea, facilitating the informal discussions and 

brainstorming that was always going on in her lounge room about the next program of works 

or whatever was required at that time. 

A lot of great ideas later borne to fruition emerged from those discussions. They simply got 

on with it. Mr Butcher would go back to Melbourne saying “leave this to me” etc and so did 

the others in their respective fields, and it all happened with a minimum of fuss and a quiet 

word to Jock Mckechnie (Phillip Island Shire Engineer) if it involved the shire.  

Coral’s daughter-in-law Anne Oswin remembers going in with small children in the seventies 

and assuming that this was a normal part of country life, but now realise that what occurred 

there was very special and her home was at the hub of where  many of the major conservation 

initiatives of those times.  

Coral was a Life Member of PICS. The entry about her in the book: An Island Worth 

Conserving bears repeating here: 

“On 26 February 1973, the Shire of Phillip Island wrote to PICS: 

Council asks if the Society has any objection to a commencement of the construction 

of a tourist road to the end of Cape Woolamai. 
 

 

“Naturally this was hotly discussed in committee and Coral, as Secretary, was asked to pen a 

reply, which read: 

We thank you for your letter of 26
th

 February. The Society is against any roads, 

tracks, etc, into Woolamai or any areas, until such time as a careful study is made of 

what impact vehicles and people may have on the survival of flora, fauna and 

landscape. At present it seems unwise to embark on any such project until we can 

protect, and perhaps improve areas already being destroyed by the public. 
 

 



37 
 

“Coral wrote hundreds of such letters – polite, sufficiently detailed and to the point – in her 

eight years as the second PICS Secretary following Ken Pound. She also served as Treasurer 

in 1970-71, on the Committee from 1968-70, and provided the venue for Committee 

meetings for many years following her retirement as Secretary. But, most importantly, she 

was a fitting partner for her first husband, Jack Oswin, a life-long conservationist who was 

responsible for much of the reserve system Phillip Island has today. Jack served on the Phillip 

Island Koala Reserves Committee of Management for 35 years, following on from his aunt, 

Florence Oswin Roberts.  

 

“With the assistance of Coral and other PICS members he helped secure Conservation Hill, 

and were responsible for the purchase of Rowell’s Swamp as an eastern buffer between Rhyll 

Swamp and farmland. When fundraising for land purchase he would sometimes ask for 

“loans”, making it clear that these may become outright donations. As a reward to donors he 

would put them in a punt and show them around Rhyll Swamp to see the many waterbirds, an 

experience which most donors regarded as ample reward. 

 

“He implemented tree-planting schemes and wetlands creation in several reserves. The 

plantation of native trees on the northern side of the Phillip Island Cemetery driveway was 

planted by Jack and Coral in memory of Dora Evans who funded the project. Jack also 

“served on a committee prior to the Shapiro Environmental Study which was funded jointly 

by government and industry. Jack’s presence on that committee quietly included conservation 

in matters they considered. No doubt his contact with people like Alf Butcher (Director of 

Fisheries and Wildlife) and Shapiro was beneficial to all and it certainly benefited our 

Conservation Society.” 
 
He was also passionate about Churchill Island. 

 

“Through all of this, Coral was secretary, hostess, confidante and telephonist. She quietly 

shared Jack’s passion for the environment, and whilst Jack had no tolerance for red tape and 

would bypass it at every opportunity, Coral had the patience and tact to work with others to 

produce letters, reports and submissions, many hand-written with carbon duplicates. Jack’s 

work is commemorated locally at the “Jack Oswin Viewing Platform” at Conservation Hill, 

and in a plaque (relocated from a commemorative plantation at Rowell’s Swamp) at the 

Koala Conservation Centre. Jack also received a BEM for his contribution to conservation in 

1979, but much of his work would not have been possible without the support of Coral.” 

(pp.89-90) 

 

 Anne Oswin and Christine Grayden 
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Coral (in floral shirt) at the commemoration of a plaque remembering her husband Jack 

Oswin. L-r: Carroll Schulz, Amy Schulz, Margaret Hancock, Coral, Allan Cleeland 
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Florence (“Zing”) Oswin-Roberts 

 

 

Florence with koalas in her care at home, “Broadwater”, Cowes 

Florence Oswin was the daughter of a selector at Balnarring on the Mornington Peninsula. 

She was born in 1875, the eldest girl in a family of eight. Her father’s selection of 278 acres 

in what is now Merricks was a forested area of giant messmate and manna gums. In her 

childhood she would have witnessed the destruction of these forests to make way for crops, 

orchards, and grazing pastures, and their replacement by European trees. In those days there 

was still an abundance of native animals, including koalas which were to play an important 

part in her future life. It seems likely that her love of trees and animals began early in her life.  

The family property was sold in 1910. Florence, more commonly known as “Zing”, was 

experienced in management of hospitality business. She had worked at the Windsor Hotel 

(then the Grand Coffee Palace) and her brother’s guest house in Mildura where she met her 

future husband ‘Rajah’ Roberts. In 1912 she bought Broadwater, a large house standing on 

two and a half acres at Cowes, Phillip Island, on the corner of Lovers Walk, Dunsmore Road 

and Chapel Street, and joined by two of her sisters, converted it into a guest house.   

Broadwater was built in the 1890s by the Henty-Wilson family as a holiday home. It was in 

an ideal location for a guest house, being  a short  walk up Lovers Walk or Chapel Street to 
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the township, and just across Lovers Walk from the beach, though in those days before 

erosion had taken its toll the way to the beach was a sandy path winding through tall sandhills 

covered in Coast Banksia and Teatree. The grounds of Broadwater were also largely 

uncleared.  

The guest house flourished, and as time went by, Zing had to add more and more buildings 

for accommodation, but by this time she had become a passionate conservationist, and rather 

than cut down trees, she dotted thatched bungalows through the grounds for sleeping 

quarters, though adding to the original house with large dining, lounge and entertainment 

areas.  

Zing drove a small grey car, ‘The Beetle’. Many a farmer, about to cut down a tree looked 

both ways to make sure The Beetle with Zing at the wheel was not approaching in a cloud of 

dust along a dirt road to catch him in the act of this vandalism. She had the courage of her 

convictions and was not afraid to intervene to save a tree.  Zing married Eustace George 

Roberts (Rajah) in 1924 after a long-term romance. He was an electrical engineer and worked 

for many years in Western Australia where Zing joined him every year in the ‘off-season’ of 

tourism on Phillip Island. She was enraptured by the colourful vegetation of the West. Rajah 

was also interested in the natural environment and her work with the koalas.   

In those days koalas were plentiful on Phillip Island, though they were not originally 

indigenous there, and had been introduced from the mainland.  On a walk up Chapel Street to 

the village you were certain to see several perched in roadside manna gums. But 1939 was 

the year of widespread bushfires throughout Victoria, and Phillip Island was not spared. Zing 

drove round rescuing burnt or starving Koalas in the blackened countryside. Broadwater 

became a koala hospital with hammocks set up in the guest rooms where she tended victims. 

She hunted  for intact manna or peppermint trees, the staples of a koala’s diet, to bring home 

leaves to feed them.  

Zing found a dead female koala with a baby in her pouch on the side of a road. She brought 

home the baby. Two of the many well-known visitors to Broadwater were the naturalists 

Crosbie Morrison and Charles Barrett, and with their advice she managed to rear the orphan. 

It was illegal for an individual to keep a koala in captivity, so with strings pulled by other 

prominent guests and friends of Zing, a special bill was passed through the State Parliament 

allowing her custody of her foundling.   

This koala was named Edward, though later found to be a female. She lived a pampered life 

at Broadwater, and far from being a captive, she resisted any attempt to restore her to the 

wild. She became famous during the war, making appearances with Zing at functions 

in Melbourne for the war effort. A large old manna gum tree outside the Broadwater gate was 

her special tree, and a plaque was attached to the trunk after her death : ‘Edwards  Tree’. 

Edward died in 1944 of Chlamydia, a disease which seriously depleted the population of 

koalas on the island.  
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Every summer towards the end of the 'Season' Zing set aside two weeks when she filled 

Broadwater with disadvantaged children from Melbourne and Adelaide. During this time, as 

well as having the beach close by, Zing hired buses to take the children on trips and picnics to 

other parts of the Island, and organised entertainments at Broadwater such as dances in the 

games room with local bands providing the music. This would have been a one-time only for 

most of those children. Zing charged nothing for this holiday.  

Zing bought 150 acres of land on Harbisons Road for a koala reserve, the ‘Oswin Roberts 

Reserve’’, and had it planted out with manna gums. She bequeathed money in her will for the 

continued upkeep of this reserve. Though this financial bequest has long been finalised, her 

reserve is still a tourist attraction today. She was undoubtedly ahead of her time as a woman 

devoted to conservation.  

Mary Karney, 2017.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Zing employed a nurse to help her care for burnt koalas in hammocks  

on the verandas at “Broadwater” guest house 
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Sue Saliba 

 

 

 

Sue in Bayview Park 

 

My earliest encounter with nature was discovering a very dehydrated turtle in our driveway 

one extremely hot summer day. I was a very young child and we lived in what was then the 

beginnings of a suburb out near Keilor. It was a place of paddocks and unmade roads, a few 

new weatherboard houses and a creek where my siblings and I would spend a lot of our time. 

My dad and I carried the turtle to a makeshift pond he’d made of concrete surrounded by 

rocks in our front garden. My dad was a pretty bad handyman and the pond had a crack so 

every day I’d take water out and refill it for the turtle which went in and out of it. Over time 

the turtle travelled away and didn’t return but I always remember that sense of nature – of 

someone from that other world beyond my human urban one – coming into my life. It’s a 

feeling, a kind of sense of awe and privilege about the natural world, that’s never left me. 

 

I first became active in conservation on Phillip Island ten years ago when I moved to Cowes 

from Melbourne. 

 

I began attending the working bees of the Red Rocks Coast Care group where I’d help out 

with the directed tasks such as picking up rubbish along the beach and in the foreshore 

reserve, pulling out weeds and planting indigenous plants.  

 

It was simple work but there was always something special, even profound about it. 

Somehow the landscape of beach and the scrub on its fringe came alive in a way I could 

never have imagined. I learnt to see and to experience that particular environment in a whole 

different and far more dimensional way. The smallest of plants, that I might otherwise have 

just brushed past, became distinctive and meaningful. I began to see the connections in the 

environment, to notice the tiny birds – blue fairy wrens, fire tail finches, thornbills and others 
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– darting into hidden places and to notice where human intervention such as the dumping of 

garden plants had left its impact.  

 

From this first involvement working with Phillip Island’s natural environment, I knew it was 

precious and that I wanted to help protect it. 

 

Apart from being a member of the Red Rocks Coast Care team, I’ve been involved in Phillip 

Island Nature Parks’ regular bird counts on the beaches of the island where we identify and 

record various bird species each three months. I’ve also helped out in the Nature Parks’ short-

tailed shearwater rescue where I’ve helped patrol at night time and remove any stranded birds 

from the roads (the young birds migrating for the first time sometimes land on the dark roads 

and, unable to move quickly, are run over), taking them back to the safety of their burrows in 

the dunes. I’ve also been a Hooded Plover volunteer. After a twenty-one year absence, 

Hooded Plovers returned to nest at Red Rocks beach about eight years ago. I heard that a 

local person had come across some eggs in the sand and I asked the Nature Parks if I could 

watch over them. Many hundreds of hours later and I’m a completely obsessed and 

passionate Hooded Plover devotee. 

 

I’ve also initiated and continued to be involved in transforming a weed-infested and rubbish-

strewn piece of public land near my house into a bush area of indigenous plants that provides 

habitat for small native animals, particularly birds. I’ve been visiting and working in this area 

most days for the last seven years or so. I never had any great plan for the area; I just began 

by unwinding some jasmine one day that was strangling a swamp paper bark tree and then I’d 

go back and remove a weed or a bit of rubbish I came across in there. Bit by bit, the area 

began to change and I began to imagine what this space must have been like before people 

had impacted on it; in fact, I began to wonder what the entire island must have been like prior 

to European settlement – sometimes, in this little bit of land (it is only about an acre in size) 

I’d imagine I was on the island hundreds of years ago. I applied to BCSC and later Phillip 

Island Conservation Society for grants to buy indigenous plants from the Bush Bank and 

organized some friends to help in working bees. The area slowly transformed. Last summer, I 

came across some newly born blue tongue lizards in there; I’ve found a tiny thornbills’ nest 

as well as the evidence of overnight visitors such as possums and wallabies. Butcher birds, 

wattle birds, Kookaburras, Eastern Rosellas and Currawongs all regularly accompany me as I 

work there as well as smaller birds flitting here and there. It’s come to be my favourite place. 

 

As well as hands-on conservation work, I’ve also been involved in fighting to protect certain 

special places on the island from development. One of these is a site on Red Rocks Road that 

is habitat to many native animals and that a group of developers proposed building twelve 

houses on. I was active in speaking to local people and our councillors and advocating for the 

rejection of this development which council did reject. I also worked against the development 

of land near Rhyll swamp, speaking with councillors. I was also a committee member of 

Preserve Western Port Action Group which worked to stop the development of a port at 

Hastings, which would have involved the complete industrialization of Western Port.  
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Apart from practical and political actions, I’ve written about the environment in my work as a 

fiction writer. My most recent novel, For the Forest of a Bird, is set on Phillip Island and 

tells the story of a fifteen year old girl who comes to an understanding of the loss of her 

father and of grief more generally through her experience with and awakening via the natural 

environment. I hope this novel will particularly reach young adult readers and encourage an 

appreciation of the emotional and spiritual value of nature. 

 

My most memorable occasion of involvement in conservation on Phillip Island was seeing 

my first Hooded Plover fledglings fly from Red Rocks beach. I felt an incredible sense of loss 

as they took off over the water and rounded the bend of the coast but overwhelmingly of joy; 

two precious new lives - lives of a near-extinct species - were setting off in the world. 

 

I think my greatest achievement or contribution to conservation on Phillip Island has been 

turning the area of public land that had some remnant vegetation (but was largely infested 

with weeds and filled with rubbish) back into a space of thriving indigenous bush. This area 

has now been called Bayview Park. 

 

It has been incredibly rewarding to see tiny Swamp Paper Barks emerge from the ground 

once the weeds have been removed as well as to observe the indigenous plants which have 

been planted grow and mature and lead to further indigenous plants springing up via self-

seeding. To see the area being used now as habitat for various native birds and other small 

animals has been such a joy. 

 

One of the reasons I feel this project has been my greatest contribution is because it provides 

a space where people can reflect on the natural state of Phillip Island before European 

settlement and hopefully appreciate the original flora and fauna that existed here. As I’ve 

worked in the area, I’ve been shocked and appalled to see that most of the weeds have come 

and spread from people dumping their garden waste in the area. To me, this signals a 

complete ignorance of and disrespect for the indigenous plants and animals of the island. In 

the past this bush area has simply been seen as a site to dump rubbish.  

 

In rehabilitating this area, I’ve involved a number of the local residents both in working bees 

and in the planting of memorial trees (chosen indigenous trees) for loved ones who have 

passed away. I’ve also provided people with information about the local flora and fauna at 

this site.  

 

I feel any increased knowledge of and respect for our local natural environment which people 

can potentially gain from this area is my greatest achievement. 

 

My hope for Phillip Island is that it will be genuinely recognized and actively protected as a 

place significant for its natural environment. 

 

I’d like to see the native animals and indigenous plants of the island appreciated for 

themselves and acknowledged in their right to live fully rather than as commodities 
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(particularly as tourist attractions to bring financial profit to certain people). I’d also like to 

see people have the opportunity to experience a relationship with nature which is respectful 

and enlivening, perhaps even spiritual. 

 

Specifically, I think all the land currently used for farming should gradually be bought and 

revegetated with indigenous plants to re-create habitat for native animals. I also believe that it 

should be mandatory for home owners on the island to plant and maintain gardens of 

indigenous vegetation and remove large paling fences.  

 

I’d also like to see beach areas appreciated as habitat where people are privileged to visit and 

swim rather than as places of human recreation or passive scenery. The rock pools, for 

example, need to be respected and seen as the fragile homes and fascinating worlds of 

millions of amazing creatures and protected as such rather than sites that people can walk 

over the top of as they please, lifting rocks and disturbing animals and even capturing small 

creatures and taking them away for their own entertainment. 

 

Overall, my hope is that Phillip Island will help to foster a new way of thinking about and 

being in the natural environment; one which is about respect rather than ignorance and 

exploitation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sue (in green shirt) on the beach with Phillip Island Nature Parks 

Staff and volunteers after leg tagging fledgling Hooded Plovers 
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Alia Schonberg 

 

 

 

Alia hearing whale song for the first time, Tonga 

 
From when I was a young child my mother and I would go most days to explore different 

reefs around Phillip Island, such as Kitty Miller Bay, Tyro Reef, McHaffie Reef, etc. We 

would also go around to the boardwalks on the island, such as Ventnor Common, Swan Lake, 

the Nobbies and Conservation Hill. 

 

In 2011 I became aware of the continual rubbish problem on the Cowes Beach and pier. I 

then became more aware of the fishing hooks and rubbish which were impacting marine and 

bird life. So we began to collect rubbish every Sunday morning along the Cowes foreshore 

and pier. I was upset that there was no one picking up the rubbish, so we emailed Bass Coast 

Shire Council who told us that Parks Victoria was responsible for the pier and BCSC is 

responsible for the foreshore. We expressed our concerns for the continual rubbish dumping 

around the Cowes waterline. We were informed that BCSC staff  pick up rubbish only in the 

morning along the foreshore. We then emailed Parks Victoria expressing concerns about the 

increasing amount of rubbish on the Cowes pier. They informed us that it was contracted to 

be cleaned each Sunday. We stated that this was not good enough and it needed to be revised; 

quote: “We will keep emailing you until something changes”. We then emailed Gavin 

Jennings, Minister for Environment. He contacted Parks Victoria to make a change that 

Cowes pier is to be cleaned early every Saturday and Sunday. 

 

Alia’s mother, Lisa Schonberg continues: 

 

Alia’s first active personal campaign was her own concerns of rubbish along Cowes 

foreshore and pier, therefore taking on Bass Coast Shire, Parks Victoria and the minister for 
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Environment with positive results. Alia was also active in the Cowes Car Ferry proposal in 

which she marched with hundreds of locals to bring about change. Then came the 

desalination campaign where she attended Watershed public meeting with Sea Shepherd 

representatives and Greg Hunt. Alia had been active with photographing and spotting whales 

in the Phillip Island and Bass Coast area to prove the area was significant for whale 

migration. 

 

Alia became a member of the Phillip Island Conservation Society and was active in the 

formation of the Preserver Western Port Action Group. She had given a Power Point 

presentation at the BCSC Community Forum and at the public meeting to form PWP and a 

Preserve Western Port meeting with special guests. These Power Point images were a 

collection of marine and other wild life of Western Port including whales, seals, dolphins, sea 

birds and reefs. Alia has photographed reefs and marine life for various conservation groups 

to use for public awareness and campaigns including the Environment Victoria state-wide 

campaign to protect Western Port from possible coal export. Alia has also been active in 

many stalls and functions set up by Phillip Island Conservation Society and Preserve Western 

Port. 

 

Presenting a talk and photo presentation at a public meeting of approx 120 people to help 

form Preserve Western Port action group would be the most memorable occasion. 

Celebrating with PWP members at the change of government and a halt to the Port of 

Hastings was a wonderful feeling that all our hard work had paid off and small group of 

dedicated people could bring about change. 

 

Taking photos of marine life and particularly underwater shots that have been used by various 

groups has been very satisfying. Spending many winter weekends on the boat searching for 

whales was definitely a challenge in the cold winters but also very rewarding. 

 

Keeping Phillip Island as natural as possible would be a dream with greater emphasis on 

conservation rather than constant promotion of tourism and new housing estates.  

 

 
Alia when a small child with rubbish she collected at Cowes jetty 
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Lisa Schonberg 

 

 

 

Lisa enjoying the bush 

 

When I was young child my family would holiday at Wilsons Promontory each summer. I 

recall staying in the old cabins and feeding the Rosellas from my hand with wombats walking 

freely. Tidal River was my first memory of swimming in pristine water with my brother, 

where we perched on the large boulders. Trekking to Squeaky Beach over the old bridge was 

a family day out with a picnic lunch. 

 

In my late teens I became a surf lifesaver at Woolamai Beach Surf Life Saving Club where 

we would patrol on weekends. Our role was also to collect rubbish after busy summer days 

and ensure the beach was clean and ready for the next day’s patrol. 

 

A blue heeler had been left at the beach for a week, drinking salt water and adopting the daily 

patrol as her companions. As the last car left the beach on a Sunday evening, the “bluey” was 

alone with me. I took the dog, which I named Ritzy, home and she became my loyal buddy 

for 11 years. 

 

Having moved to Phillip Island by my early 20s I continued to collect rubbish from the 

beach, which continues to this day. 

 

My first active involvement for conservation for Phillip Island and Bass Coast was to 

document whales along the coastline near the proposed desalination plant in 2007. These 

photos were used by Watershed to promote Bass Coast as an active whale migratory path 

with numbers increasing each year – mainly humpbacks and Southern Right whales which 
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are critically endangered. These photos were also used in a campaign against the Cowes Car 

Ferry being located at Cowes pier. 

 

The next mission was to document whales in Western Port through photography, aimed at the 

then pending Port of Hastings expansion. Having accumulated hundreds of photos and the 

images being published I was asked to join the Phillip Island Conservation Society 

committee. With little local knowledge of the potential impact of Western Port becoming a 

major shipping channel for 3000 container ships per annum, a new group was formed to fight 

the possible environmental disaster on our shores.  

 

Preserve Western Port was born from a golden statement made by Anne Davie “I can feel a 

group coming on”, after seeing the reaction from locals learning of the whales in Western 

Port and the looming port. It was a proud time to be a committee member of such a 

wonderful and dedicated group of locals who proved to fight every step of the way, despite 

many hurdles. My main ambition was to bring to the group, Preserve Western Port, a 

collection of photographs that could be used for the campaign. One successful campaign was 

printing post cards with my photos of whales, dolphins, and seals, where locals could send 

them to politicians as a form of direct protest to the expansion of the Port of Hastings. 

 

I spent every weekend during winter on the boat or onshore photographing whales and each 

year, as the numbers kept increasing as whale numbers recovered. These photographs proved 

to be invaluable to the campaign’s success and were tabled in parliament by the shadow ports 

minister after attending a PWP function. 

 

One of the best Saturdays I spent was with Parks Victoria and a few volunteers planting 

mangroves in Western Port off Scenic Estate Reserve. The mud was so deep and thick that 

once you sunk, then fell, you could only give in to the hysteria of trying to pull each other 

out. 

 

This was similar to the sea grass and marine study run by Parks Vic at the top of French 

Island, where a dedicated group of 30 people would document findings of field study, also in 

our precious mud.  

 

Some images of my humpback whale flukes have now been used on the Victorian humpback 

catalogue that was collated in 2017 by David Donnelly. This also led to the invitation to 

study the whale humpback song and competitive pods in The Kingdom of Tonga. 

 

The most memorable and emotional moment was the Victorian State election in which 

Liberal were driving the Port of Hastings expansion and Labor were looking at Bay West as 

alternative option. We had gathered for a party when the final result was announced and 

Dennis Napthine and the Liberal party had been defeated. There was instant screams and 

cries from PWP members and family. Now there would be a genuine reprieve for Western 

Port becoming industrialised.  
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My passionate love of whales, Western Port and Phillip Island has allowed me to develop 

environmental awareness through imagery in all forms of media, including the development 

of the Phillip Island Conservation Society Facebook page. This was partnered with Christine 

Grayden, who would put the story to my images and promote many conservation issues on 

social media and the press. Images were also used to promote migrating whales on Whale 

Watch Gippsland Page, formed by Watershed. 

 

The use of marine life images was also key to Preserve Western Port’s various campaigns. 

 

I remember not long ago when we were all greeted at Newhaven by a sign that said 

“Welcome to Phillip Island, the natural attraction”. Sadly, this sign has long gone and the 

natural attraction has become a fast tourism outlet for the masses. Phillip Island will not be 

able to sustain the mega market created by tourism and the over-development of housing 

estates. I would like to see tourism and development capped and an increased priority for 

conservation to wildlife and marine life that is not based on the dollar. 

 

 
 

Lisa at left with other PICS & PWP workers at a marquee in the  

Cowes Town Square, January 2015 
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Kay Setches 

 

 

 

Kay relaxing with her dog Lionel Murphy  

Photo: Warren Reed 

 

My first encounter with nature was in the primary school playground. There were four big 

gum trees. I can't ever remember seeing a gum tree prior to this. I lived in Collingwood where 

the only trees were on the rail line reserve and these were Peppercorn trees from India (I 

discovered later). I still love the smell of the Peppercorn leaves when rubbed on my hands. 

 

My first introduction to Phillip Island was in 1964 while pregnant with my first child Vicki. 

My late husband Denis and I came down in winter and stayed at the Isle of Wight Hotel in 

the outside guesthouse bungalows. It was primitive and cold and I was constantly 

nauseous. Denis bought me a bag of wild oysters and struggled to open them. I didn't know 

there were such oysters. I enjoyed every one of these extra large native meaty oysters from 

Westernport Bay. 

 

Denis and I bought a house at Cape Woolamai in 1986 and have been a part-time resident 

until 3 years ago when we became permanent residents at Surf Beach. I have been a member 

of PICS for many years.  

 

My next introduction to Phillip Island was as Minister of Conservation, Forests and Lands 

(and Fisheries) 1988-1990. The then Shire of Phillip Island had been ordered by my 

Department and the environment authorities to close the municipal tip which was situated on 

Crown Land near the Rhyll wetlands. 
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In late 1980's, one of the most prized of municipal possessions and responsibilities was the 

local tip. I became aware that Councils loved tips and moreover they loved placing them on 

Crown Land, which was often seen as "waste land". My recollection of this visit centred 

around the then Councillors demanding that the tip remain open because the Island "could not 

do without this facility." The Department had advised me it was one of the most toxic and 

noxious tips on crown land in Victoria and that it was poorly managed. It was enormous! The 

tip face was stories high. The tip had toxic materials dumped over many years including 

heavy metals that could have been leaching into the local wetlands, and fears were held for 

water birds, animals, invertebrates and eventually the Rhyll inlet, on Westernport Bay, where 

the wetland eventually drained.  

 

I advised the council it was time to make other arrangements with Phillip Island’s rubbish.  

They were incensed and very hostile to the Cain and Kirner Governments' suggestions and 

demanded another area of Crown Land for another tip.  I refused this demand.  

 

It took years to successfully close the tip with extensions granted by succeeding 

Governments. The eventual salvaging and repair of the severely degraded and toxic former 

tip site took many years and investment from the Bass Coast Shire Council and conservation 

bodies. Now as we walk over Conservation Hill reserve and observe the birdlife, we could 

not credit nor accept that Conservation Hill wetlands could be so threatened.  

 

As Minister for Conservation an application was made to my Department for a boat marina 

situated at San Remo.  This was a very hotly contested issue with the local sailing community 

and the then Council and the Chambers of Commerce requesting that this application be 

granted. Their contention was that it was necessary "to put San Remo on the map". PICS and 

other local and State wide conservation organisations were totally against this application for 

many creditable conservation reasons.  

 

The ALP Government had, under Minister Joan Kirner passed the Flora and Fauna Guarantee 

Act, which was a celebrated world-first conservation measure, providing legislated protection 

for endangered Victorian fauna and fauna. The case made by the conservationists was 

compelling. The Flora and Fauna Act is still in place today.  

  

After long consideration I refused the application and local Councils were disgusted with this 

decision.  They predicted that local tourism would collapse and detrimentally affect the 

economy of the region. As I traverse the bridge to San Remo, and observe the beautiful San 

Remo coastline, I have never regretted this decision.  

 

At this time PICS, as expected, was lobbying for the State Government to buy back the 

frightfully degraded "Chinamens Estate" now called Scenic Reserve.   

 

As Minister, at a memorable well-attended public meeting, I advised of my priorities on the 

Island. My job was to deliver the election promises of the then Cain Government to continue 

buying back Summerlands properties for the Little Penguin and to insist that Treasury invest 
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$1m each year to this end, to provide increased funding for the revamped Penguin 

Information Centre; to acquire suitable land and build the Koala Conservation Centre, and to 

promote Phillip Island as the "Fauna Island". 

  

I told a very hostile crowd, I would not be providing funds for a new buy back of Chinamens 

Estate.   That important though they were, I had other conservation priorities than those of 

Phillip Island.  

 

About the same time, the Summerland land buyback which was implemented the previous 

year by Joan Kirner – my friend and predecessor in the Portfolio – to protect the habitat of the 

Little Penguin, was in full swing. On occasions property owners would knock on our house in 

Cape Woolamai and ask for special consideration for the Government to buy back their 

particular property. I was unable to assist such requests. There was in place a strict criteria for 

the $1 million per year that was allocated to buyback properties. The major criteria was 

protection of penguin habitat, with a social hardship clause. The $1m per year allocated from 

the Victorian Budget was honoured by successive Governments until the buyback was 

completed by Hon. Gavin Jennings then Minister in the Brumby ALP Government.  

 

In 1988 I had the honour of officially opening the upgraded Penguin Parade Information 

Centre, which provided for improved nature conservation interpretation facilities. 

 

The ALP Government was elected in 1988 on a platform of establishing the Koala 

Conservation Centre on Phillip Island. I ensured that the land adjacent to the Koala Reserve 

was purchased and David Forrest Reserve was incorporated and plans were drawn for the 

Centre. The Centre was opened by Hon Steve Crabbe, who followed me as responsible 

Minister.  

 

I also launched the raised garden beds suitable for elderly and people with different abilities 

at Churchill Island, and launched the still ongoing Friends of the Koalas. I also launched 

 Phillip Island Landcare.   

 

My greatest conservation achievement on Phillip Island is little known:  sometimes it is what 

is not provided that is the greatest achievement. It is ensuring that the proposed marina at San 

Remo did not proceed. Ensuring long-term protection of the natural beauty of the coastline 

and diverse marine creatures, many of which there is little or no conservation knowledge.  

 

Or the purchase and conservation protection of the land on which the Koala Conservation 

Centre stands. 

 

Or providing $3 million for the Summerland Buyback.  

 

(I can't decide re the above!) 

 



54 
 

Phillip Island is unique and has the potential to be seen as the Victorian Fauna and Flora 

Island. 

 

Protected penguins, Summerland plans, seals, shearwaters, is adjacent to a RAMSAR bird 

reserve, shore birds, increased numbers of parrots, wallabies, and now huge numbers of 

whales traversing its waters. Is fox free and planning to be feral cat-free. Has flora that is 

particular to southern Australian islands. Coastlines that are wild, dangerous, beautiful and 

exciting, as well as others calm, picturesque and serene. And Western Port which is a shallow 

fish nursery. Phillip Island also now has the National Surfing Reserve.  

 

We can work with local and state-wide indigenous people to re-discover language and culture 

to enrich the Island experience.  

 

We can be like other Islands internationally that are a successful major conservation and 

environmental attraction as well as a valued holiday destination and with a community of 

residents and commercial interests that are compatible and understanding of each other’s 

requirements and hopes.  
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Sandra (Sandy) Shively 

 

A ‘Foot soldier’ for the cause 

 

 
 

Sandy speaking at a rally against an oil terminal in Western Port 

 

Sandy arrived in Australia in 1972, having been recruited from the United States by our 

Education Department to fill a shortage of secondary teachers. America’s loss turned out to 

be very much our gain. 

 

Her first appointment to Echuca High School stirred within her an early affection for our 

unique Australian environment. Coming from an urban life in San Diego, California, Sandy 

managed a complete change in direction, and soon embraced a country lifestyle, complete 

with an adopted pet sheep called Lambie. Renting an old farm house on a grazing property 

just into NSW on the Murray River surrounded by ancient River Red Gums, gave Sandy an 

early appreciation of the Australian “bush”. After that, and a stint in the Education 

Department’s publications branch, it was off to the hills of South Gippsland with her newly 

acquired husband, Tim, where she soon settled into teaching at Korumburra High School.  

 

Living once again in an old farm house, this time in the Strzelecki hills, led to involvement in 

the recently established South Gippsland Conservation Society. Her role there was firstly as 

minute secretary with the Korumburra branch, later secretary/treasurer, and then Vice 

President of that branch. Work mainly involved environmental issues such as CFA’s and Vic 

Road’s over enthusiasm with roadside and reserves clearing. Also, presenting a united 
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conservation voice to Council was another important task in those days when exotic species 

were still considered for community parks and gardens plantings.  

 

Tree planting was always on the go. Coal Creek Historical Park was in its development stage, 

and significant plantings there were a project that Sandy helped organize and participated in. 

At her Kongwak home to where she and Tim later moved, amongst other native garden 

plantings, there remains a magnificent stand of blue gums in the adjoining paddock, planted 

in 1978.  The historic Kongwak Hall has a bush planting to the rear of the block, due largely 

to Sandy’s initiative and perseverance in getting it started. At her school, Sandy formed a 

Conservation Group activity which occupied interested students for a half day each week, 

sometimes planting trees, or weeding at Coal Creek, or at other bush reserves around the 

Shire. 

 

It’s hard to identify one factor alone for the motivation that drove her early interest in 

conservation. Sandy’s background in her native country was very much urban oriented. No 

doubt her newly found involvement in conservation in her adopted country helped form a 

bond with her new home. It also represented a way of contributing towards something she 

began to feel passionate about, namely preserving and safe guarding that environment. It also 

led to some enduring friendships with like-minded people.  

 

With her involvement in Gippsland, Cec Sainty loomed large, and on Phillip Island where she 

moved to in 1984, Margaret Hancock was a person she respected immensely, and enjoyed 

working with. 

 

Sandy’s reputation as someone willing to contribute preceded her when she and her young 

family moved to Phillip Island. In no time she was recruited for minute secretary and treasury 

roles for PICS, always being on the Committee, and for a short time, as Vice President. 

Again, that satisfaction of working with people she admired and respected as having a caring 

interest in the environment, was a motivating factor in her involvement. Island conservation 

issues in those days seemed to revolve mostly around town planning issues. This often 

required lengthy and detailed submissions to counter encroachment on the few remaining 

areas of natural habitat and scenic beauty. An inappropriate hotel development on our 

beautiful south coast was one such issue she became involved in. Her school teacher back 

ground was useful in organizing activities, one example being at the Chinaman’s Estate, 

organizing a bird expert with knowledge of that particular habitat to conduct a walk through 

that area. This was an early step  in the process of Bass Coast Shire eventually taking over the 

management of this neglected piece of land.  

 

Hands-on activities always were there, one memorable one being when the mutton birds 

headed off on their migration around ANZAC day each year. The sometimes distasteful task 

of scraping off the San Remo bridge roadway the squashed remains of unfortunate birds was 

shared with her two daughters, Sally and Kate, under the guise of being character building. 

The reward for this, however, was the possibility of saving a disoriented bird from the fate of 

the others, and returning it to the Cape Woolamai reserve. Red Rocks, and Five Ways 



57 
 

reserves planting and weeding days were always on the calendar, and attended generally 

regardless of weather, again with one or both daughters, depending on their prior social 

arrangements. The gradual involvement of her two girls was handled in a characteristically 

gentle way, given the competing and more appealing attractions the Island had to offer young 

people. 

 

With the prospect of retirement from her job as head librarian at Wonthaggi Secondary 

College, Sandy was looking forward to a much greater involvement in conservation on the 

Island. Sadly, however the breast cancer that had been diagnosed in 1995, and had been 

partially in remission, returned in 2001. That year she retired from her librarian work, and her 

position on PICS Committee, and with Tim, took up a sea gypsy life on their yacht for the 

winter months, cruising along the North Queensland coast. Of course, this was interspersed 

with frequent land trips back to the Island to keep in contact with family and friends, and later 

for more necessary medical treatment. Travelling along our tropical coast reinforced Sandy’s 

bond with her adopted country. Visiting islands and isolated bays and river estuaries fulfilled 

an early wish to see more of our North, and her interest in conservation gave her an insight 

into both the positive, as well as the retrograde aspects of what was happening to our Great 

Barrier Reef. 

 

Redressing some of the unintended harm we have done to our environment was probably the 

main motivation factor in Sandy’s involvement in conservation. This stemmed partly from a 

long history of family Christian values, but also from her inner desire to be involved in issues 

she thought worth supporting. 

 

Towards the end of 2004, Sandy was finding her cancer treatment was proving too great an 

assault on her body. Her last days around Christmas of that year were spent at her Newhaven 

home, with visits from old friends, her adopted Australian family, and many others through 

her involvement in conservation. Her legacy was one of quiet and steady involvement in 

conservation, some achievements in retaining South Gippsland and Phillip Island’s natural 

beauty, and above all, raising two daughters with an appreciation for looking after our natural 

environment. 

 

 Tim Patkin, 2017. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sandy, centre, with daughter Kate, left and Rose Thomas, Red Rocks Coast Action 
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Ailsa Swan 

 

 

 

 Ailsa Swan out bird watching 

 

Ailsa Swan, OAM, BSc (Melbourne), PhD (London) (Chemical Engineering), was born Ailsa 

Lowen in Sydney in 1922. Her early childhood was spent in Wellington, New Zealand. The 

family then moved to Melbourne which became her permanent home. In May 1952 she 

married John Swan, a research scientist with a PhD in organic chemistry. In 1959 they bought 

a block of land in Woodland Avenue, Silverleaves, Phillip Island, and built a holiday house 

there. In 1976 they bought 20 acres of farmland near the Rhyll cricket ground. Ailsa died in 

1998. 

 

Ailsa went to secondary school at Ruyton Girls Grammar School, Kew, where she was very 

good at mathematics and sciences and expressed a desire to become a surveyor. The teachers 

told her that was not a good idea because men would not like taking orders from women! 

 

She studied Botany as part of her science degree at Melbourne University and spoke fondly 

of that. She nurtured a love of nature in her children from their youngest years. Her daughter 

Sally remembers that in 1966 when she was seven years old, Ailsa gave her a book called 

“The Wonderland of Nature”, by Nuri Mass. This nurturing extended to every child she met. 

Birthday and Christmas gifts to grandchildren often had a scientific or conservation flavour; 

for example a magnifying lens or specimen collection boxes, or books for children by Pauline 

Reilly. 
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When the family lived in Parkville, Ailsa started planting native plants in the mid-1960s, such 

as the Melaleuca at the bottom of the garden where she and John put in a few pavers and 

outdoor seating with a table. After they all moved to Canterbury in 1967, she started planting 

natives in the otherwise English garden and slowly removed all the roses. She quickly 

dispensed with the sundial in the middle of the lawn and replaced it with a large birdbath.  

She also became active during the 1970s with the Hawthorn Junior Field Naturalists club, 

when her son Angus joined. 

 

From 1960 onwards Ailsa did many practical conservation activities, small and large. She 

pulled out the geraniums from the Woodland Avenue garden, gathered litter along the 

foreshore tracks and from the beach, helped reinforce the groynes on Silverleaves beach to 

prevent erosion, and established a bird table at the holiday house. Her informal bird-watching 

led to formal observation activities via excursions, bird counts, etc. Soon after this, Ailsa and 

John met Ken Pound, the founder of the Phillip Island Conservation Society, who helped 

them greatly increase their knowledge of and enthusiasm for birds, bird-watching and 

identifying birds by their calls. 

 

The whole family was involved with the PICS project of planting trees during working bees 

at Swan Lake after Keith Grayden had driven his tractor and discs over the area first to turn 

over the soil and create the lines to be planted in. Ailsa turned her attention to weeds, and put 

up notices at the local Silverleaves shop about Boneseed and other weeds to encourage others 

to remove them. Later, in the 1970s, she mounted examples of all the local shells onto 

masonite with correct names, and that display went up at the shop too. 

 

About this time, Ailsa joined the Bird Observers Club (as it was then) and PICS and became 

heavily involved with the committees of both organisations. As part of her work for BOCA 

she was involved in submissions for them to the Land Conservation Council for all the 

regions of Victoria with regard to bird and habitat conservation, and was also involved with 

lobbying for RAMSAR agreements. She also became interested in planning and began to 

attend the Administrative Appeals Tribunal regarding inappropriate developments. Ailsa 

became invaluable at providing tactful advice and direction to others with regard to AAT and 

later VCAT appeals. 

 

Another significant and ongoing contribution by Ailsa was to the Western Port Bird Surveys 

of waders, each month at high tide. She did this for many years, both at Observation Point 

and the east coast of Western Port, and also took part in the regular bird counts at Tortoise 

Head, French Island. 

 

Using her scientific research skills, Ailsa compiled maps, documentation and detailed 

arguments to appear at many Administrative Appeals Tribunal hearings arguing against what 

she believed were bad planning applications by developers on Phillip Island. Her first task at 

the AAT was to successfully prove her “Standing” – i.e. her right to oppose the planning 

application. 
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Particular campaigns included: 

 

 Helping to bring Churchill Island into public ownership which recognised the island’s 

heritage and natural assets. 

 Opposing the Summerland flats development which was proposed for very near the 

Summerland Beach and the penguin colonies there. 

 Being involved in getting the Phillip Island Council to invest in the idea of turning 

Swan Lake into a destination for visitors interested in conservation and bird life. Later 

the Penguin Reserve Committee of Management installed two bird hides and 

pedestrian walkways to protect the fragile environment from walking traffic.  

 Helping clean penguins and other birds that had been covered in oil from oil slicks. 

 Assisting Pauline Reilly who was doing research on penguins, partly to do with the 

effects of cats and foxes on the penguin population. Ailsa was wary of putting her 

hand in a penguin burrow because an adult penguin has a sharp bite! 

 Contributing to the Western Port Bay Environmental Study (“The Shapiro Report”) 

through reading some of the draft documents and giving feedback and suggestions to 

those writing the report. 

 Welcoming the whole Shapiro family (six of them) to share the Woodland Avenue 

house in their first summer here so they could all get a feel for the island. Daughter 

Sally recalled: “Twelve of us crammed into two bedrooms, one tent and one station 

wagon!” 

 Recording and documenting, such as annual photographing the beach and the erosion 

caused by uncontrolled access to the beach from many properties. Ailsa kept a daily 

bird list. 

 Assisting Roy Wheeler with his 1981 book: “The Birds of Phillip Island”. 

 Eradicating a wide-spread infestation of gorse from the Rhyll property through 

dogged persistence over many years. By their careful planting of trees, she and John 

rehabilitated areas of the land that had become salt-damaged and eroded. 

 

Ailsa’s most memorable occasion of involvement in conservation on Phillip Island was when 

she helped secure the land threatened with a marina development overlooking Rhyll Inlet in 

the late 1960s. This land later became known as “Conservation Hill”. Margaret Hancock 

recalls Ailsa saying how proud she was that she and John once (briefly) owned Conservation 

Hill, since they paid the deposit to secure the land. After half of the purchase price was 

donated by PICS members and the public, the government took over the purchase and the 

land eventually became a public reserve, preventing any further private development. 

 

Well ahead of her time, Ailsa understood the importance of landscape and natural values and 

fought for the retention of rural land from the 1960s. These ideals are now written into 

various Bass Coast Shire Council planning and strategy documents, years after Ailsa was 

espousing them. Her approach to planning issues was meticulous. Her determined fighting 
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spirit in objecting to inappropriate planning proposals was an inspiration to many PICS 

members, and is still followed today.  

 

Ailsa and John were each acknowledged for their contributions by being made Life Members 

of PICS in 1996. 

 

Ailsa often said “I hope that the island doesn’t sink” as she observed the ever-increasing 

number of visitors. However, she always aimed to help preserve the special natural qualities 

of Phillip Island for future generations, so that people in the future who are increasingly 

surrounded by man-made things would be drawn to appreciate and value nature. 

 

 

 

This account of Ailsa’s work in conservation on Phillip Island was written together with her 

daughters: Margaret Birtley, Barbara Roberts and Sally Swan. 

 

Note: Ailsa’s archive of papers relating to her scientific and conservation achievements is 

held in the State Library of Victoria. 

 

 
 

PICS Life Members: Coral Oswin, Ailsa, Margaret Hancock, 

Simon and Karen Eddy (representing Keith Grayden) and John Swan 
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Pauline Taylor 

 

 
 

Pauline as a child with “Maggie” the chook 

 

Before I begin I need to give a short account of the background to my early years as this was 

a major factor in shaping my ideals, thoughts and most importantly my future actions. 

 

I was raised with my brother in a small hamlet in the English countryside surrounded by 

fields, woods and a stream. We were allowed free range to play and explore our surrounding 

natural environment – provided, of course that we abided by the “country rules”.  It was also 

the early years of the war; therefore we were brought up frugally, which means that we 

automatically made the most of whatever we had, we learnt to recycle as much as possible 

well before that word had become the “right” thing to do. We grew our own fruit and 

vegetables and also raised chickens. After harvest time we were allowed to go “gleaning” in 

the fields around our house for peas, corn cobs and potatoes which had been missed by the 

pickers. This was turned into a game but one with a very serious message. 

 

My Auntie Margaret was the local Girl Guide Ranger. She took me on many hikes and camps 

with the Pack teaching me to have respect and knowledge of the natural environment which 

surrounded me on a daily basis.  It was also a time of innocence when children were given 

total freedom. My brother and I certainly took full advantage of this and most weekends we 

would be off on our bikes exploring the countryside with a slab of bread and jam and a bottle 

of tap water looking for, and sometimes finding, rare Orchids, watching the wildlife and for 

me at least keeping pressed flower albums. We always got home just in time for tea! 
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At 11 years old I went to a Girls High School and during this time the Government of the day 

decided to put a “Green Belt” covenant over our village which in effect, at that time, meant 

that there could not be any new buildings, but the ones already built could be expanded and 

renovated. I remember that this caused quite a bit of debate amongst the village. The school 

decided to assign me to undertake a project based on the politics and conservation aspects of 

this decision. I had to research, write and talk about the reasons it was done, how it was 

actually achieved, the arguments for and against and what it meant for the community as a 

whole.  This was my first lesson in the “Politics of Conservation”. 

 

All of this is leading to the fact that I don’t believe that I had a light bulb moment with 

Nature, as for me my earliest encounter with nature and all it entailed was from a very early 

age and was really part and parcel of who I was and still am. It was just a normal part of my 

everyday life and my psyche. 

 

In the mid 1980s my husband and I bought a holiday home on Phillip Island and I think it 

was 1986 that on arriving home from overseas we were met by our daughter who was most 

upset and said to us: “You have to go down to Phillip Island as developers intend to do 

dreadful things at the Nobbies!”  We went down for a couple of weeks and were appalled at 

what was intended, so from that moment on we became heavily involved with the campaign 

against the development. I went on the Nobbies Action Group (NAG) Committee and then as 

there was such a lot to do we moved down to Phillip Island on a permanent basis.  It was hard 

work but we had many committed and passionate people on the Committee. For some time I 

was the President. We dealt with Local Government, State Government, VCAT, the media 

and the developer. We also raised funds by holding street stalls, meetings with the 

community, organised protests, demonstrations, letter writing, Council lobbying –  even to 

the extent of trying to get anti-Nobbies development candidates onto the Council as well as 

strongly lobbying our local politicians and Ministers. 

 

By the time the Nobbies debacle had been resolved and the building was given a permit to go 

ahead we had moved down here on a permanent basis. Since then I have been an active 

member and Committee member on the Phillip Island Conservation Society for many, many 

years and during that time have taken part in as many activities as time has allowed. In the 

above paragraph I have alluded to the activities I was involved in with the Nobbies 

development and for each subsequent proposal that in some way or other would impact on 

our natural environment (which is virtually all). I would engage in most of the activities 

already quoted depending on the appropriateness of these actions.   

 

Over the approximate 25 years that I have lived permanently on Phillip Island I have been 

involved with so many proposed developments that could/would compromise our fragile 

environment that I have actually lost count.  I am part of many committees that protect our 

environment in one way or another. In my earlier years on the Island I enjoyed working every 

Clean Up Australia day. I also have planted literally thousands of trees on Churchill Island, 

the Koala Conservation Centre and Oswin Roberts Reserve. I also took part in numerous 

workshops which dealt with all aspects of caring for our environment. 
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Climate Change is already having an impact on our environment and will only get worse over 

a relatively short time. For the last four years I have been Secretary of the South Gippsland 

based group called GroundSwell. Our aim is to educate people on the dire effects of Climate 

Change on our planet, what causes it and what can be done to mitigate its effect. With the 

“high sea level rises”, Islands like ours all over the world  are in real and imminent danger, 

so we have to act now. 

 

If I was asked by someone what is my most memorable occasion of my involvement in 

conservation on Phillip Island it would be very difficult to nominate just one as I have found 

that each issue that I have become involved with (even those that have been lost) have 

elements of real satisfaction. The issue with the Nobbies, being the first proposal that I was 

involved with and one that we believed would have a negative effect on the surrounding 

environment as well as the sea life, is one that I will never forget as I learnt so much from the 

process. The community banded together with one single aim and whilst we did not win the 

fight we did get some concessions and alterations to the plans. We were able to stop the 

ludicrous proposal that the developer wished to impose on us, which was an underground 

train ride from the Nobbies to Seal rocks with a viewing platform actually on the rock plus a 

revolving restaurant. The damage that the tunnel under the ocean would have done to the 

marine environment and the impact of building the tower on Seal Rocks would have had on 

the Seal colony could not be imagined.   

 

Another issue at the other end of the spectrum was a developer who wished to put seven x 

two storey units on a small block in my street. They also wanted to clear the whole block of 

all the vegetation which up until then had been used by the wildlife as habitat (we won that 

one). 

 

A major redevelopment of the Port of Hastings which would turn it into a very large 

container and freighter port once again brought the community together; not just across 

Phillip Island and the coastline but throughout Gippsland.  The effect that such a big 

development would have on the Island, the marine environment, the natural environment and 

the Internationally-renowned RAMSAR site would have been horrendous. I did a lot of work 

in the background with many of the State Ministers and Members of Parliament, showing 

them just how disastrous this proposal would be.  It was a long, hard fight by a dedicated 

committee, the Preserve Western Port Action Group (PWP) who came under the auspice of 

the Phillip Island Conservation Society Committee, and many supporters from the wider 

communities as well as the Island (we won that one). 

 

I think that my contribution to conservation on Phillip Island is actually at least two things. 

Firstly I believe that our community, of which I have been an active member all of my Island 

life, has brought conservation, protection and caring for the natural environment to the 

forefront of the Council agenda.  I have been part of bringing changes to Council policy 

making, albeit small, and consideration by Council of the effects of their decisions on 

planning matters that will impact on our precious environment.  The roadside vegetation was 
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being destroyed at a great rate of knots. Hopefully this will not continue for much longer – 

we are still working on this one as well as one of my many passions which is the “slash and 

burn” practice that is used for so called pruning of our roadside trees.  The other side of my 

contribution is that I have and still do mentor people in the community to enable them to be 

confident enough take on their own fight to care for our Island and scrutinise every planning 

proposal that goes to Council for the impact it will have on our endangered, fragile 

environment. 

 

I would also like to think that in some small way I have been able to bring our “special 

Island” to the notice of the State Government via my lobbying of our local & federal MPs as 

well as the different Ministers involved with the environment. 

 

My hopes and aims for the natural environment of Phillip Island are somewhat ambitious. I 

do not apologise for this. We have to somehow get the mix of tourism, the economy and the 

natural environment right that doesn’t “kill the goose that lays the golden egg”.  Tourists do 

not want to come all this way just to see another semi urban Island even though we have the 

most magnificent coastal and ocean views. 

 

What I would like to see is unspoilt views and landscapes, roadside vegetation intact with 

pockets of remnant vegetation, a place that respects our heritage of the first nation people, a 

community that cares passionately about providing a safe haven for all wildlife.  

 

When one is privileged enough to live on an amazing Island such as we do it is everybody’s 

duty to give as much time as possible to preserve this beautiful natural environment for our 

children, grandchildren and their children for generations to come. 

 

 
 

Pauline in her beloved garden 
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Ethel Temby 

 

 

 

Ethel Temby 

 

As a young child, Ethel and her family would stay at Black Rock. Her father would take her 

to Ricketts Point and they would explore the rock pools and at night, they would sit on the 

sand and study the stars. She spoke of collecting coloured leaves and flowers as a little girl. 

Ethel’s involvement and love of the natural environment and the outdoors was life-long. She 

was a founding member of the Youth Hostels Association and cycled with a friend along the 

Great Ocean Road, (no gears on their heavy bikes) camping along the way. She hiked in 

remote areas of Tasmania as well as many other places and then studied to become an 

English and Geography teacher. 

 

Soon after buying our property at Silverleaves, Ethel and her husband Alan became involved 

in the Silverleaves Progress Association (SPA). The SPA was formulated with two aims: to 

get water and power supplied to Silverleaves Avenue, which at that time was the only road on 

Sanders estate except for the Sanders Road access track. 

 

By the mid-1960s these services had been achieved and by then the property owners (all 

holiday people) were so appreciative of the environment and so aware of the erosion 

problems along the beach that an annual meeting voted unanimously to rename the SPA to 

become the Silverleaves Conservation Association (SCA). 

 

Ethel was always interested in physical geography and taught us, her children, about the 

causes of erosion. Her early actions were to prevent beach erosion and build up the foreshore 

depth and vegetation. This came about after the big Easter storm of 1962 when waves from 

the storm surge and high spring tides were going under our house. The front of our block was 
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beach then. Before then we did not build groynes, etc. From that time on, as a family, we 

would be involved in making “groynes” out of tea-tree branches pegged down by hammering 

stakes through the tea-tree then collecting seaweed which was placed in the branches. These 

groynes were placed at right angles to the beach.  

 

This is a proven and very effective method of erosion control and the groynes catch both 

wind-blown sand and sand being moved by wave action. In the 50 or so years since, 

approximately 75 metres of heavily vegetated foreshore has been created in front of Ethel’s 

house. 

 

Soon after arrival and just before leaving each visit to Silverleaves, we carried buckets of 

water out to the young tea-trees and Banksias and gave a small amount to each to help them 

grown. This became a standard family routine. 

 

Ethel was also involved in the Saltwater Creek campaign, the plantings around Swan Lake 

and the community action at the Nobbies to keep it from private ownership. She also took a 

leading role in fighting against the proposed marina to be established within the Rhyll Inlet.. 

This is an area of particularly valuable habitat, especially as a feeding and resting place for 

migratory birds. It is now protected under the international ‘RAMSAR’ convention. 

 

Ethel did lots of weed control and preserving the Silverleaves Reserve. This reserve was an 

overgrown paddock, surrounded by barbed wire and subject to flooding in wet winters. Much 

work was done in consultation with the Shire of Phillip Island. Many plantings and related 

working bees involving local landowners were followed by annual Reserve planting and 

weeding days. This has resulted in a lovely reserve for the enjoyment of all for picnics and 

ball games, and kids enjoy the swings put up by locals in the trees planted by the early locals. 

 

Ethel was central to educating other landowners in the techniques involved in erosion control 

and foreshore enhancement and had good examples to demonstrate the outcomes. She was 

also central to raising awareness of the problems of invasive weeds and encouraging weed 

control.  

 

She researched and assisted in the design of the road pavements currently in place in the 

Silverleaves area, which both protect and enhance the natural environment. The original 

Phillip Island Council design was for the roads in the Silverleaves estate to be straight and 

with concrete curbs and gutters, which would have required a lot more trees being cut down, 

and degraded the bush environment which had drawn so many of the early holiday-home 

owners to the Silverleaves area in the first place. The brown stone used and the winding 

nature of the current roads adds much to the appeal of the area. 

 

The implementation of her design for the Silverleaves roads, which curve around large trees 

and create a lovely walking area for the many families who visit the area, was a memorable 

occasion for Ethel. This design also has the effect of slowing down the vehicle traffic, 

essential in an area where the speed limit is 40 kph and is a designated shared road and 
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pedestrian walkway. These are all things Ethel had in mind when she fought so hard and did 

so much research into other municipalities on the outskirts of Melbourne who also valued 

their bush environment and had a sympathetic approach to their road alignments. 

 

Ethel’s greatest achievement was building awareness of the importance of the natural 

environment and the options available to minimise the impacts of development at 

Silverleaves and elsewhere on the island. Communicating important ideas and 

encouragement to all residents, as secretary of the SCA from about 1980 until 2012 was also 

a major achievement. 

 

Ethel believed in preservation of the natural environment...to preserve the environment for its 

inherent value and for the benefit and enjoyment of future generations. Supporting and 

protection the indigenous flora and fauna and coastal environment for future generations was 

of paramount importance to Ethel. 

 

 Jon Temby and Gillian Armstrong 

 
 
 

HOME 

 

Four hours on the road:- 

I pull in to the Land for Wildlife, 

Radio and engine die as one, 

Door opens, and I breathe in freedom. 

A wonderful clear air 

Filled with the smell of bush, 

The salt of sea fills my lungs 

And fills my being. 

Stresses fall away –  

The city fades..... 

A slight rain mists my hair 

And sea wash laps the beach:- 

All tension goes and all of me 

Is part of all around me –  

This is being home. 

 

Ethel Temby, 1 a.m. 18/6/92. 
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Ethel working on yet another submission 
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Rose Thomas 

 

 

 

Rose as a young girl (front centre) with her mother and siblings on a forest walk 

 

My earliest encounters with nature were with my family. My Dad was a keen bushwalker and 

our weekends often involved trips in areas outside of Melbourne e.g. the Yarra Ranges to 

Melbourne’s water storage reservoirs; and more remote places such as Powelltown. In 

particular, my Dad liked to take us exploring, looking for steam engines hidden in the bush. 

Can you tell he was an engineer? 

 

In December 1985, I was fortunate to be appointed as the first Environmental Education 

Officer at the Phillip Island Penguin Reserve. Initially, the part-time role aligned with the 

Parks Victoria program over the summer and Easter holiday periods. Activities included: 

rockpool rambles out at The Nobbies and Flynn’s Beach (at night), Junior Ranger activities 

for primary school-age children and the nightly showing of the Little Penguin film prior to 

the Penguin Parade.  

 

Across time, the program grew to include regular talks to school groups throughout the year 

and activities at the Koala Conservation Centre and night walks at the Oswin Roberts 

Reserve, etc. 

 

I worked closely with Rangers Claire Speedie and Sally O’Neil to develop new activities to 

promote the work of the Penguin Reserve, raise awareness of the local natural environment 

and assist in the protection and rehabilitation of the Penguin Reserve. 

 

I am especially proud to have been part of the team to develop the displays and interpretive 

signs at the Koala Conservation Centre. 
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A defining time in my life was when the Kennett Government announced it was proposing a 

privately-funded development out at Point Grant (The Nobbies). As a foundation member of 

the Nobbies Action Group, affectionately known as NAG, I realised I would need to resign 

from the Penguin Reserve to avoid a significant conflict of interest and to fully commit to the 

fight against the development. 

 

This was a very exciting, intense campaign where I learnt a lot from the amazing 

conservationists on Phillip Island. Life lessons included reinforcement of benefits of working 

in teams i.e. sharing of ideas/strategies, we can all make a contribution, people have lots of 

hidden gifts and skills that can surprise you, community action can work, and most 

importantly, it’s not over until the fat lady sings. 

 

NAG may have initially failed to stop the development, but it did assist in changing the State 

Government through the election of independent candidate Susan Davies. With the fullness 

of time, and the unexpected intervention of a microburst weather event, the centre at Point 

Grant returned to the Phillip Island Nature Parks.  

 

Following my resignation from the Penguin Reserve in 1997, Margaret Hancock, Phillip 

Island Conservation Society (PICS), decided I needed something to do to fill in my time. She 

encouraged me to take on the role of project manager for PICS’ Coast Action Coast Care 

project at Red Rocks Beach. This certainly kept me busy through the design and construction 

phases of new, fenced walkways down to the beach with seating and re-establishment of 

vegetation on the dunes.  

 

Thanks go to the PICS and community members who attended the many working bees to 

complete the project. A highlight of the final working bee was sitting with our glasses of 

champagne looking over Western Port and seeing a humpback whale, which was a rare sight 

in those days. 

 

Environmental education was also a significant part of my roles as Customer 

Relations/Customer Services Manager at Westernport Water (1999-2006). Key initiatives 

were school activities during National Water Week in October each year; community tours to 

facilities such as the Ian Bartlett Water Treatment Plant at Candowie Reservoir and the waste 

water treatment plant on Phillip Island; and promotion of water conservation during the long-

term drought across the Victoria.  

 

I worked closely with Phillip Island Landcare, a key partner with Westernport Water, who 

provided their environmental expertise for important projects such as biodiversity audits at 

the water authority’s assets and together we implemented the Urban Landcare Awards with 

an emphasis on water-wise gardens. 

 

Speaking to my submission against the Point Grant development to the Minister for Planning, 

The Hon Robert Maclellan was a nerve wracking experience. I had to wait for most of the 
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session for my turn.  Fortunately, I forgot about the TV and print media presence and the 

words I wanted to say came out clearly and with passion. 

 

I think my greatest contribution to conservation on Phillip Island is the opportunity I had in 

my work at the Penguin Reserve and at Westernport Water to introduce and interpret the 

fantastic environment we live in to families, individuals and school children who have 

attended any of the community activities. 

 

Hopefully, I’ve provided a lasting experience (for some at least) that means they look at 

nature around them with new eyes, see where they can have an impact and act on improving 

their environment. 

 

My daughter Cathryn recently reminded me that in spite of how she and her brother and sister 

were ‘tortured’ by attending lots of working bees and tree plantings with me, they are 

recycling, re-purposing and, happily for me, still planting trees. 

 

I’d like to think conservationists continue to have an effective voice in the development and 

protection of Phillip Island and its natural assets. 

 

I’ve been blessed to know and work with some amazing women in conservation, some noted 

above. I would be remiss not to mention Barb Martin and Sandy Shively who were great 

friends and mentors and are greatly missed; and Anne Davie and Penny Manning who have 

been inspirations to me too.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rose, seated, with various children at a Red Rocks Coast Action display 
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Bessie Tyers 

 

 

 

Bessie in her element, binoculars at the ready 

 

My earliest encounter with nature, that I can definitely remember, must have occurred when I 

was about 4 years old.  We were living in a house very near the beach at Carrum.  I was not 

really allowed on the beach without an adult, so I’m not sure why I was there, with my sister, 

but there I was and we suddenly discovered what fun it was to run along the edge of the water 

where the wind and waves had whipped up masses of deep foam. The foam covered our legs 

and stayed there. After each wave receded, masses of gleaming pink, white and orange 

shellgrit could be seen.  Why was there so much foam?  Where did all the beautiful broken 

pieces come from? 

 

At Glen Iris when I was six, the first snake I ever saw, gleaming in the sun near the creek as I 

walked with my father and later the riot of colour when the wattles bloomed in the school 

yard at Sunbury are other strong memories . I developed a keen love of the bush and when I 
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went to secondary school and met a friend who also loved the bush, there were great walks 

looking for birds, plants and animals. We learned a lot. 

 

I was fortunate in following years to live either near, or in the bush, not only enjoying it, but 

deeply concerned about its conservation and seeing so much of it disappear before my eyes. 

Native birds, trees and flowers, (especially orchids) fungi, lichens, frogs, mammals, reptiles 

and just about everything in the bush became my chief interest and delight. Phillip Island 

presented new habitats and more appreciation of coast and wetland habitat and birds.  

 

   When I first arrived on Phillip Island, in 1984, I immediately became an active member of 

the Western Port Bird Observers group. I had fallen on my feet!                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   

I had been a member of The Bird Observers Club and Birds Australia for many years but was 

eager to see, and learn, about the birds and vegetation in this new, to me, seaside locality. 

 

In 1985, I began to take part in the Western Port Shorebird Survey. This Survey takes place at 

several sites around Western Port and involves counting the number of International 

Migratory and Resident Shorebirds roosting on the site at high tide. For Phillip Island, the site 

was Observation Point and involved walking to the Point from Silverleaves five times (now 

three times) per year and identifying and counting the number of birds of each species 

present.  I began to learn to identify the International Migratory and Resident Shorebirds. I 

have remained involved with this survey which has run since 1973 and now contains much 

valuable data. 

 

I also enjoyed and appreciated many surveys and walks in the bush and along the coast with 

the other bird-interested and caring people. The surveys involved counting birds of species 

seen in a particular, defined place on a noted time and date.  All information gathered over 

the years carefully recorded together with weather and any other relevant information.  This 

provided important data for later use in later conservation work. 

 

I was also very happy to join the Phillip Island Conservation Society.  It was great to discover 

other people interested and active in Conservation of Australian Wildlife.  When Friends of 

the Koalas Formed I joined that. I have always valued the work of the Nature Parks and the 

conservation organisations on Phillip Island and endeavoured to support and work with them. 

Being a member of the Nature Parks’ Environment Advisory Committee also gave me the 

opportunity to express my concerns for the welfare of birds. 

 

 In 1992 I became president of the Western Port Bird Observers Club, widely known as 

WESBOC, and was then involved in many more of the surveys and outings where birds were 

observed, identified, enjoyed and recorded.                                                                          

 

I had been writing letters and submissions about conservation matters for many years.  Now I 

wrote many more, either on behalf of the bird group or for myself.  Researching and writing 

for these papers took up much of my time.  Attending meetings about conservation matters 
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also kept me busy.  There were many VCAT and Planning Panel hearings to be prepared for, 

and birds, and bird habitat promoted for protection. 

 

In 1992 after observing the beautiful Cape Barren Goose on Flinders Island, I determined to 

find out how many geese we then had on Phillip Island after the geese had been reintroduced 

to this Island in the early 1980s. I divided the Island into areas and volunteers counted the 

geese in a designated area on a particular day.  Regular counts have followed every two years 

since then. As the number of Cape Barren Geese increased and they spread all over the 

Island, I asked the Nature Parks to take over the organisaton of the count as it had become too 

big a job for me. The Nature Parks now manages the counts and the birds are a great 

attraction for visitors.  Knowledge of the numbers of geese has helped in making the Island 

part of an “Important Bird Area” and in gaining grants for other Nature Parks’ management 

strategies (e.g. in fox removal efforts). 

 

For the 1997 - 1998 summer season, I was asked by the Nature Parks to organize the 

guarding and protecting of the endangered Hooded Plover beach nesting.  Amazingly 

volunteers came to my aid. I drew up rosters of people for two hour shifts, watching for any 

nest disturbance and most importantly educating people about the bird and the dangers it 

faced, particularly the nests on the beach over the summer. Six chicks were fledged on the 

beach that summer after very little success in previous years.  I was very glad to hand over 

the managing of this project to the Nature Parks after that first year.  I had spent most of that 

summer on the beach and had became quite fit with so much walking along the sand and 

climbing up and down from the beach to the car park etc. It was very hard work but I 

continued to do guarding shifts in the summer for quite some time.  There is now a devoted 

group of Hooded Plover watchers still doing protection and education work on our beaches 

during the Hooded Plover nesting season. 

 

 I think that perhaps my most memorable occasion was that of the first 6 Hooded Plover 

chicks fledging that summer after such a run of losses. It was a ray of hope for the Hooded 

Plover. 

 

 My greatest contribution to conservation is the numbers of people I have introduced to birds 

and encouraged into watching and enjoying birds and finally to be eager to conserve them 

and the habitat they live in. 

 

My greatest efforts for conservation in all my time on Phillip Island have been directed 

towards the preservation of Observation Point, a sand-spit on the north side of Rhyll Inlet, 

and the International Migratory Shorebirds that roost there.  The Migratory Shorebirds are 

generally not well known and are now under many and varied threats with numbers 

decreasing all the time.  Threats have been many here on Phillip Island, varying from unwise 

planning decisions affecting drainage into the Inlet, large housing developments, past farming 

works and practices, threats of marina development, camping and dog walking on the sandpit, 

boat landings and growth and presence of the Port of Hastings.  Things are now slowly 
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improving with the Nature Parks managing the land and watching over Observation Point but 

it is still vulnerable in many ways. 

 

 My hope for the natural environment of Phillip Island is that it will not only be conserved, 

but enhanced and valued for its conservation of native flora and fauna and its Island beauty.  I 

see the many changes, both good and not so good that have occurred in the years since I came 

to live here.  My hope is that the great progress made in conservation appreciation may make 

further great strides and not be swallowed up by commercialization and urbanization. 

 

I should like to see the Nature Parks  acquire more land to preserve, particularly buffer zones 

around the land it now manages.  Increasing numbers of residents and visitors will require 

this, or the areas now being conserved will become damaged through overuse in the future.        


