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My involvement with the environment began when my husband and I bought land with 

some bushland which we didn’t know how to look after. 

 

We started by knowing nothing but learnt by seeking advice. This led us to the National 

Trust tours of its bush regeneration projects around Sydney. 

 

In 1980 we took part in the National Trust’s first ever Bush Regeneration School, after which 

we joined a Trust team working in Harold Reid Reserve and Artarmon Reserve. WIlloughby 

Council and the Trust were soon to fall out, and there was no bush regeneration in 

Willoughby until WEPA started the Sugarloaf Bush Regeneration Project in 1985. 

 

Our experience as bush regenerators alerted us to the fact that bushland management in 

WIlloughby was non-existent. The bush was a weedy place, a place to dump stuff and to ride 

BMX bikes and which council burnt at whim. So in 1981, with a group of friends, we founded 

WEPA with the goal of establishing sound bushland management in WIlloughby 

Municipality. 

 

Council was then persuaded to hold an Urban Bushland Symposium, which packed the Town 

Hall (where The Concourse now stands), I think much to council’s surprise. One of the 

speakers was the then Director of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Dr Laurie Johnson. 

 

In 1983 the Urban Bushland Plan of Management for Willoughby’s Bushland Reserves was 

prepared by consultants and adopted. This was only the second in NSW and a huge 

milestone for WIlloughby. This Plan is still in operation today. It has undergone regular 

revisions and every bushland reserve has a Reserve Action Plan which states its significance, 

flora, fauna, issues and work to be undertaken. 

 

In 1985 WEPA successfully applied for grants and started the Sugarloaf Bush Regeneration 

Project to carry out work on degraded bushland in the Sugarloaf Creek Catchment. Our 

team worked two days a week for 25 years over very challenging terrain. 
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In the late 1980s WEPA lead a large group of members and residents in an on-site protest in 

Flat Rock Gully over dumping which had persisted for years. Council finally agreed to stop 

dumping and eventually commissioned consultants to prepare a Plan of Management for 

the gully. However, council was still not sympathetic to proper bushland management and it 

was not until the early 1990s that legal changes eventually lead to the setting up of a good 

bushland section in council. In 1996 Mr Alfred Bernhard was appointed as Bushland 

Manager and is still there today. 

 

In the mid-1990s WEPA was involved in a municipality-wide campaign in defence of the 

Foreshore Building Line (FBL). This is a planning measure which, in the simplest terms, 

protects bushland and landscapes on the Middle Harbour and Lane Cove River foreshores 

from development. 

 

WEPA’s ACHIEVEMENTS 

• For 38 years we have held 5 public meetings a year with a guest speaker or a film on 

a wide range of topics. Meetings are free, everyone is welcome, and meetings are 

followed by supper. 

• We have produced 5 newsletters a year over all those years. These are now online, 

and we have a web page and a Facebook page.  

• For many years we held stalls selling native plants for local gardens. 

• I have already mentioned the Urban Bushland Plan of Management, a major 

achievement. One of its recommendations, the establishment of a Bushland Advisory 

Committee (now the Natural Heritage and Bushland Advisory Committee) is still in 

existence, though under threat from council. A Bushfire Management Plan followed. 

• Stopping tipping in Flat Rock Gully, which lead to a Plan of Management for the gully 

and its eventual rehabilitation as bushland, as a result of work over many years by 

volunteers and council. Areas of passive recreation were also created. 

• Defence of the Foreshore Building Line, which has been upheld in the Land and 

Environment Court. 

• Successfully applied for grants over many years for the Sugarloaf Bush Regeneration 

Project, on which our team worked for 25 years. 

• Over the years council has taken over a number of our activities, such as regular local 

bush walks and street stalls, which I guess is a form of flattery. 
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CURRENT CAMPAIGNS 

Northern Beaches Link Tunnel with Stop the Tunnels. 

I understand that some of you will be visiting the dive site in Flat Rock Gully next week to 

get an understanding of the huge problems this entails: destruction of bushland, loss of 

habitat, especially for small birds, disruption of an east-west bushland corridor, release of 

contaminated dust containing asbestos and other contaminants, and the eventual pollution 

resulting from unfiltered ventilation stacks.  

 

I believe air pollution is one of your topics for this year. Base line data on air quality is very 

important and one of the things you might like to do is to install an air pollution monitor in 

the school grounds and some of you might also like to install one at home. I believe they are 

not very expensive. 

 

Trees 

 WEPA is very concerned about the loss of tree canopy throughout WIlloughby and also 

about the hostility to trees expressed by some in the community. 

 

Trees are so important in providing shade, lowering the temperature, providing food and 

habitat, for their role as a carbon sink in mitigating climate change and last but not least for 

their beauty. People also feel better where there are trees. 

 

THE BIGGER PICTURE 

While all these are all important issues, it’s important to be aware of the big picture as well 

as the local environment eg NSW Government plans to raise the Warragamba Dam wall; 

clearing of native vegetation throughout the state causing loss of habitat generally and the 

threat to koala survival as a species; campaigns for marine parks; mismanagement of the 

Murray-Darling Basin and fish deaths; fracking and coal mining. On the international stage, 

deforestation especially in the tropics; overfishing; dam construction in China, Southeast 

Asia, India and South America. 

 

And the biggest of all is Climate Change. I hear several of you went to the Strike4Climate.  

Good for you. I was there too. If you haven’t heard any of the speeches of Greta Thunberg, 

the Swedish teenager who began the Strike4Climate movement, check them out on the 

internet. They are absolutely inspiring. There is going to be a Global Strike4Climate in 

September. 
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It is very disappointing that the NSW Parliament refused to support a vote for a Climate 

Emergency. Only five politicians voted for it. 

 

HOW YOU CAN BE INVOLVED 

• Learn about native plants. A bushwalk is much more interesting when you can 

recognise the plants. Establish a native garden. 

• Help on local campaigns, or those run by state or national groups such as the 

National Parks Association, The Wilderness Society, the Australian Conservation 

Foundation, the Australian Marine Conservation Society, even if it is only signing 

petitions, it all helps. 

• Join these groups, go to talks, join some of WIlloughby Council’s activities such as 

bushwalking, bird watching. 

• Encourage your parents to join a local Progress Association. They can lobby for 

environmental improvements and are listened to by the council. 

• Form a delegation and visit your local state and federal members of parliament and 

let them know of your concerns. 

 

IN CONCLUSION 

Change only comes about through Planning and the Law, but as a result of people pressure 

and the political process. 

 

So, above all, get informed, be involved. It’s your future. 
 


