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We stopped the loan

ACF COMMUNITY POWER helped to stop 
the possibility that Adani would get hold 
of a $1 billion loan of public money to 
build its mine. Months of campaigning 
led to the Queensland Premier, Annastacia 
Palaszczuk pledging to veto any loan 
from the federal government’s Northern 

Australia Infrastructure Facility (NAIF). 
After her re-election, Premier Palaszczuk 
sent off the official letter vetoing the loan 
to Prime Minister Turnbull. This is a 
massive victory on the path to stopping 
this mine.

—  DECEMBER 2017
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I REFLECTED ON CHANGE over summer. 
I spent time with my children along the 
same coastline where I camped as a girl  

—  Waratah Bay in South Gippsland. As 
a child I took for granted what they do 
now. The lazy outdoor days that merge 
slowly into evenings as the clouds fade 
above the wind turbines and the sky 
reddens. The daily communing with 
crimson rosellas, blue wrens,  kookaburras, 
 possums, wombats, echidnas, koalas, 
 lizards, crabs and the odd snake.

Pristine sand underfoot, crisp air that 
soothes and stirs the soul. An unpolluted 
ocean to catch the waves and endless dunes 
that provide a skerrick of protection from 
the wild winds. It’s unkempt and magical  
—  nature at its finest. I don’t take it for 
granted now. I know the brutal alternative.

I’ve been noticing a trend in personal 
change stories lately. Stories of transforma-
tion are lauded on social media through 
‘likes’ and Gandhi’s ‘Be the change you 
want to see in the world’ has become 
ubiquitous. But while self improvement 
is admirable, this issue of habitat is about 
adapting to broader change, and a shift 
in our shared consciousness. Change on 
a transformational level.

Most members of ACF and readers 
of habitat are already on this journey. If 
numbers of active supporters are a guide 
(just before going to print, we reached 
over half a million), we have evolved past 
a point where motivational quotes will 
cut it. What will cut it is working towards 
a common cause and continually ques-
tioning stories that promote the myth of 
endless growth on a finite planet.

Stories of real change abound. See 
Josh Meadow’s piece about restoring 
the iconic Yarra River on p. 12. Hear a 
firsthand account of ICAN winning the 
Nobel Peace Prize from Dave Sweeney, 
who represented ACF in Oslo, on p. 18. 
Our new president, Mara Bún shares her 
unique perspective on how we can create 
a thriving world on p. 24. And hear about 
Tom Kinsman’s personal (eco) challenge 
with links to his family history on p. 38. 

A bit of trivia for you: what do Bob 
Dylan and our own Dave Sweeney have 
in common? They have both won Nobel 
Prizes; Dave as a co-founding member of 
ICAN. In the words of Dylan, “the times, 
they are a-changin’”.

As always, keep the feedback a-comin’: 
habitat@acf.org.au

Sara,  
habitat Editor

“When the winds of change blow, some people build walls 
and others build windmills.”
Chinese proverb

The power of the people at work: Snap rally to say no  
to the Adani loan in Brisbane. Photo: Karl Goodsell.
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issue
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CAMPAIGNING for our natural world is 
a capricious beast. Often when you feel 
ready to give up, a glimmer of hope 
appears. It could be a subtle shift in a 
politician’s responses during an interview. 
It could be an ‘off the record’ remark that 
hints at their personal discontent while 
they continue to toe the party line. Or, 
it could be a grand announcement that 
signals sweeping policy changes. 

It’s been said that oftentimes change 
seems to take a long time but when it does 
happen, it happens more quickly than 
ever imagined. This isn’t limited to the 
annals of history. Since our last issue, we 
have marriage equality in Australia. This 
is a change that many were convinced 
wouldn’t occur in their lifetime. Yet, a 
groundswell of support demonstrated that 
the power of the people cannot be ignored. 
Over the next few pages, you’ll hear from 
Kathryn McCallum about just how power-
ful we are, as a purpose-driven organised 
community. 

Our Adani campaign has had some 
significant wins, including a $1 billion 

loan of public money being ruled out 
(see p. 2). These wins have been punctuat-
ed by some setbacks. It goes to the heart 
of why our nature laws need to be fixed  

—  how can a polluting mega-mine be given 
the green light if our laws are working? 
We are continuing to change the story 
by showing our leaders that our reef is 
valued by Australians, not polluting coal. 
And we will continue to reject the mine 
until this campaign of our times reaches 
a tipping point. We will be noticed and 
we will be heard. 

You’ve likely heard the news that 
we celebrated ICAN (the International 
Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons) 
winning the 2017 Nobel Peace Prize. ACF 
has been part of this campaign right from 
the start. We are incredibly proud of Dave 
Sweeney.

Letter from the CEO
Kelly O’Shanassy

Rare and endangered Australian Sea Lions swim and play in the shallows of Hopkins Island, South Australia. 
Photo: Michael Patrick O’Neill.

I know that creating great change 
to the systems that damage nature can 
seem daunting. Systems that include dirty 
energy like coal, our broken nature laws, 
the endless pursuit of economic growth 
and how our community views nature. 
But, that’s where opportunities exist for 
us to choose how we will act to shape our 
future. If we don’t take the lead, we can’t 
expect change to occur to our liking. We 
must create a world in which clean energy 
projects are abundant, laws are fixed, our 
critters and their habitats are thriving 
and our leaders understand that a strong 
 economy doesn’t mean sacrificing nature.

Kelly

“The power of 
the people is 

greater than the 
people in power.” 

Wael Ghonim

Our congratulations to Don 

Henry, the former Executive 

Director of the Australian 

Conservation Foundation, who 

received an AM for significant 

service to wildlife preservation 

and to the environment through 

leadership and advocacy roles.

Oftentimes change seems to 
take a long time but when it 
does happen, it happens more 
quickly than ever imagined.
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Convergence Melbourne  —  People power sign on the steps of Fitzroy Town Hall, Melbourne. 
Photo: James Thomas.

Power of the people  
—  how many people 
does it take to 
create change?
IF 3.5 PER CENT OF THE POPULATION IS ACTIVE AND ENGAGED 
IN A MOVEMENT HOLDING A GOVERNMENT TO ACCOUNT, 
THAT MOVEMENT WILL VERY LIKELY WIN. 
By ACF Communications and Mobilisation Manager, Kathryn McCallum
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WHEN BILL SHORTEN hinted to the Press 
Club that Labor might speak out more 
strongly against Adani's polluting mine, 
people activated. In 24 hours, the ACF 
community flooded the Shadow Cabinet 
with 10,000 personally written emails. 

On the same day, exasperated staffers 
politely answered thousands of phone calls.

Meanwhile, grassroots activists photo-
bombed politicians' TV appearances in the 
Batman by-election. Three hundred citi-
zens of Canberra waved Stop Adani signs 
on Parliament lawn. And Queenslanders 
planned a "cacerolazo," a Spanish noise 
protest, banging pots and pans.

The Stop Adani campaign has hit 
critical mass. Its unifying strategy has 
mobilised a diverse network of groups  
—  big and small  —  focusing previously 
disparate activity. And people power has 
transformed the campaign into an unstop-
pable force.

When lots of people get involved, a 
social movement is more likely to win. But 
how many people do you need to create 
change?

In one fascinating study, Erica 
Chenoweth and Maria Stephan compared 
323 different campaigns against oppres-
sive governments. Their findings? Every 
campaign that activated 3.5 per cent of the 
population won.

They also discovered that peaceful 
campaigns are twice as likely to succeed 

as violent resistance. Why? Many more 
people will get involved in a peaceful 
campaign. And mass participation from 
diverse sectors of society erodes or 
destroys the incumbents' main sources of 
power.

The Australian Conservation 
Foundation community recently surpassed 
the 500,000 people mark. 

That's half a million people partici-
pating in campaigns by signing a petition, 
donating, writing to representatives, show-
ing up for events, meeting decision makers 
or organising communities. Some people 
are more active than others. Roughly a 
third of ACF's community has engaged in 
the Stop Adani campaign so far.

Scale increases our chances of achiev-
ing critical mass. Another study found that 
of 46 civic organisations in America with 
a membership of over one per cent of the 
population, 17 catalysed significant social 
movements. ACF is supported by two per 
cent of the Australian population. And we 
are not alone.

If we add up all the groups  —  big and 
small  —  who are part of the Stop Adani 
movement, and assume they have also 
activated around a third of supporters, 

my best guess is that we've collectively 
engaged 2.5 per cent of Australians in this 
campaign. We're heading towards the 3.5 
per cent tipping point!

To get there we must overcome two 
challenges. Recruit more people. And 
sustain active engagement.

Nearly three quarters of Australians 
support stopping the expansion of 
coal mining  —  including Adani  —  and 
fast-tracking solar to reduce planet-warm-
ing pollution, according to our latest 
national polling. 

We will never move 18 million people 
from passively supporting our campaign 
to actively participating in it. It's impossi-
ble. But the good news is, we don't have to. 
Just another couple of hundred thousand 
people will do the job. 

And we must sustain the engagement 
of the active people until we win on Adani, 
and then take on coal and climate more 
broadly. Life gets in the way. People burn 
out. Only tenacious, determined citizens 
and plausible, motivating strategies will 
keep the momentum going.

Size isn't everything of course. It is 
possible to win campaigns with clever 
strategy and persistence  —  without mass 
participation. But on climate change, 
I don't like our chances.

To be effective, mobilising mass 
participation must work alongside deeper 
community organising. Relationships are 

Peaceful campaigns are 
twice as likely to succeed 
as violent resistance.
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built with real people together in a room. 
Commitments are made, not just to the 
cause, but to each other. Strategy is made 
by talking it through. Leadership is devel-
oped by facing uncertainty and figuring 
out a way forward that enables others. 
Otherwise it's not a movement, it's just 
marketing.

So how and why does mass participa-
tion help campaigns win?

First, a large community of advocates 
is resilient, explains Chenoweth. With 
more people involved, a movement is 
more creative about tactics. There is more 
civic disruption. Loyalty shifts among the 
people who hold power become more like-
ly. Repressive reactions are more likely to 
backfire, winning more sympathy for the 
cause. And the transition after change is 
won is more durable and successful. There 
are also more local participants in commu-
nities with real relationships. 

With the same people in the room day 
after day, strategies grow stale. With more 
people, new ideas spark. The movement 
does not rely on a few big funders or pow-
erful institutions with limited worldviews. 

When it comes to climate change, 
all our kids are in the crowd.

So you probably know 100 people 
pretty well. Can you think of three or four 
friends who might get involved in an 
inclusive community who speaks out for 
our planet? Perhaps one friend is a superb 
writer. Another a cunning strategist. One 
loves cooking for big groups. And another 
is well connected. 

Invite your friends to an event. Show 
them your letter to the editor and ask 
them to write one. Can you convince 
them? Congratulations! You've just started 
a movement big enough to make real 
change. 

To hack Margaret Mead's fabulous 
quote, "Never doubt that small groups of 
thoughtful committed citizens, convened 
into a big, organised movement, can 
change the world. Indeed, it's the only 
thing that ever has."

We see Traditional Owners running a 
powerful campaign and legal strategy to 
protect Country and their rights. 

Ten-year-old kids in Adelaide  organise 
their MP to present their Stop Adani  survey 
in Parliament. 

A Rabbi, a Uniting Church Reverend, 
a Catholic Priest and a Buddhist leader 
occupy the Energy and Environment 
Minister's office until they get a meeting. 

People have friends. They have family. 
As more people decide to get off the fence 
and take a stand, the movement increases 
its connections to influential journalists, 
politicians, senior bureaucrats or business 
leaders. And if advocates don't know 
these influencers, they are sure to know 
the people who work for them. Some 
powerful incumbents will never change. 
But even they need cooperation from 
many people to implement their plans 
and policies.

When hundreds of thousands of Serbs 
flooded Belgrade demanding Milosevic 
stand down, police disobeyed orders to 
shoot  —  as Chenoweth recounts in her 
TED talk. When asked why, one replied, 
"I knew my kids were in the crowd." 

For the Stop Adani campaign, we see 
loyalty shifts at play when anonymous 
bureaucrats leak reports. Staff from politi-
cal offices confess to ACF callers that they 
don't support the mine either. A former 
Liberal leader speaks out against it. 

The Stop Adani campaign 
has hit critical mass ... 
And people power has 
transformed the campaign 
into an unstoppable force.

π Take action to Stop Adani at: 
www.acf.org.au/stop_adani

ACF’s community has grown 
to over 500,000 people. As 
part of a unified movement, 
we’re heading towards the 
3.5 per cent tipping point!
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THE RIGHT TO PETITION is recognised in 
the Magna Carta, a 1215 charter of liber-
ties. It’s in the First Amendment to the 
U.S. Constitution. And since Federation, 
Australian citizens have had the right to 
petition Federal Parliament. It’s the only 
way an individual can directly place griev-
ances before the Parliament.

A petition is simply a request for 
action. They catalyse many people to 
express support for a demand. A powerful 
recruitment tool for social movements, 
petitions help campaigns grow and mobi-
lise signers into further action. 

With digital media, petitions are now 
prolific, but the tactic has a long history.

In the British campaign to abolish the 
slave trade, William Dickson rode a horse 
around Britain collecting signatures. In 
1792, petitions flooded Parliament before 
a critical vote. 

“When unrolled, the one Dickson saw 
being signed in Edinburgh stretched the 
whole length of the House of Commons 
floor. Thirteen thousand people signed in 
Glasgow, twenty thousand in Manchester 
(nearly one third of the city’s population). 
The petitions from some small towns bore 
the signatures of almost every literate 
inhabitant. Altogether, in a few weeks, 
519 abolition petitions came from all over 
England, Scotland and Wales bearing 
at least 390,000 names,” recounts Adam 
Hochschild in his book, ‘Bury the Chains’. 

bells, whistles and hullabaloo. We can 
empower people who sign to act again, 
providing tools, training, connections and 
opportunities. 

In 1793, the British abolitionists might 
have thought their petitions failed, as they 
lost the vote and the campaign fell into 
a decade of inertia. But by 1833, not only 
the demand of the petitions  —  abolish the 
slave trade  —  but the bigger campaign to 
abolish slavery itself was won. And even-
tually, the idea of owning another human 
was never again to be accepted by the vast 
majority of people on this Earth. 

I’ll add my name to that.

Petitions against the slave trade 
mobilised public opinion across the class 
spectrum. Women, lacking suffrage and 
expected to be demurely silent on  politics, 
caused a ruckus by signing in droves. 
Eventually, more people had signed 
petitions against the slave trade than were 
eligible to vote in Parliament. 

Today, on the petition platform 
(Change.org), women make up 60 
per cent of Australian petition starters 
and signers, and people living in rural 
Australia make up over 40 per cent. Like 
the abolitionist petitions, the platform 
gives new participants political voice.

Petitions and social media are some-
times criticised as too easy.

Yet people who support causes on 
social media are twice as likely to volun-
teer time or to attend an event as people 
who don’t. They’re four times more likely 
to encourage others to contact representa-
tives and five times more likely to recruit 
people to sign petitions, according to a 
Georgetown University study.

“Clicktivist” or “slacktivist” are insults 
that belittle people who seek to raise their 
civic concerns. 

Instead, we can make petitions one 
part of powerful campaigns with a range 
of tactics. Look up Gene Sharp’s list of 
198 methods of nonviolent action for 197 
other tactics that could go with a peti-
tion. We can deliver every petition with 

Add your name!
FROM THE ABOLITIONISTS TO CHANGE.ORG  

—  HOW PETITIONS HELP MAKE CHANGE.

Petitions and social media 
are sometimes criticised as 
too easy. Yet people who 
support causes on social 
media are twice as likely to 
volunteer time or to attend an 
event as people who don’t.

π Sign ACF’s petition for a new 
generation of laws to protect 
the web of life at: ww.acf.org.au/
environment_laws
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2017 Kooyong Climate Coalition at Environment and Energy Minister Josh Frydenberg’s office. 
Photo: Julian Meehan.
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Book review

DURING HER VISIT to Australia at the 
end of 2017, ‘Rules for Revolutionaries’ 
co-author Becky Bond visited ACF to 
run a staff workshop on lessons from the 
Bernie Sanders U.S. presidential campaign. 
Becky joked that she was pleased people 
were interested in hearing tales from a 
loser. And indeed, while Bernie might not 
have won, the ground-breaking cam-
paign efforts provide incredible lessons 
for organisers, campaigners and anyone 
interested in working to change our future 
for the better.

The book tells the story of an exper-
iment run by Becky and co-author Zack 
Exley as senior advisers and heads of 
Bernie Sanders’ digital organising team. 
During the campaign they organised thou-
sands of volunteers to build and manage 
the infrastructure to make seventy-five 
million calls, send eight million text mes-
sages and hold more than one-hundred 
thousand public meetings. 

Becky and Zack offer incredible detail 
in their book. They are honest about the 
failures and limitations of the campaign 
and the team’s efforts. The book outlines 
big ideas and the ‘nuts and bolts’ of how 
the team built their campaign and contact 
with voters to a massive scale with mini-
mal staff. They propose a series of ‘rules’ 
for campaign strategy and operations 
aimed at helping people like us, the ACF 
community, win our revolutions.

The 22 ‘rules’ range from the bold and 
visionary down to which tactics to use. 
They explore volunteer recruitment and 
empowerment, outreach and coalition 
building, messaging, fundraising, manage-
ment, as well as using technology. 

‘You don’t get a revolution if you don’t 
ask for one’ implores us to ask and work 

for change that is actually necessary to 
solve problems, not incremental progress. 
We are reminded that our struggles and 
issues are connected, that racial justice 
cannot be ignored and solidarity needs to 
exist between social movements fighting 
for a better world. 

Some rules consider how our ‘revolu-
tion will not be staffed’ but rather driven 
by volunteers and ordinary people doing 
extraordinary things. There are lessons for 
those running campaigns in how we can 
hand over ‘radical trust’ to ensure volun-
teers are empowered with high levels of 
autonomy and creativity while working 
toward a shared, coordinated goal. Only 
then will we reach the scale necessary to 
win on our issues. And yet other rules 
outline clear tactics like the ‘barnstorm’ 
which details how to run a meeting that 
puts interested people to work  —  recruit-
ing event organisers and attendees so that 
they can ‘hit the ground running’ with key 
campaign tactics or contacting voters.

To my mind, the relevance for habitat 
readers is clear. We are on the verge of 
igniting majority public support to oppose 
the Adani coal mine, transitioning to clean 
energy and winning new protections 
for our living world. We need to ignite a 
 revolution that will ensure our campaigns 
are driven by people in communities 
across Australia at the scale necessary to 
shift our decision makers and transform 
our society. With these rules, all of us who 
are committed to creating a better world 
can ask for a revolution and build it, 
together.

RULES FOR REVOLUTIONARIES: 
HOW BIG ORGANISING CAN 
CHANGE EVERYTHING 
BY BECKY BOND AND ZACK EXLEY

By ACF Community Organising Program Manager, Teryn Crick

‘You don’t get a revolution 
if you don’t ask for one’ 
implores us to ask and work 
for change that is actually 
necessary to solve problems, 
not incremental progress. 

π More details and how 
to purchase book at: 
www.rulesforrevolutionaries.org
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Dights Falls. 
Photo: Anna Carlile, Viola Design. 
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THE YARRA is renowned for its brownness. 
Some call it the river that flows upside 
down. It used to be described as being too 
thick to drink and too thin to plough.

Ian Penrose, a former Yarra 
Riverkeeper  —  responsible for the mainte-
nance and upkeep of the river  —  and now 
an ACF Councillor, says the water’s colour 
is mostly due to run-off from farming 
in the catchment and stormwater in the 
suburbs. 

Water pollution was just one of the per-
sistent problems Ian encountered as Yarra 
Riverkeeper. Another was an issue familiar 
to anyone who has supported ACF’s work 
on the Murray Darling: the damming of the 
river to take out large quantities of water 
was damaging its health.

“Convincing the government to pro-
vide the river with a secure quantity of 
water each year to be released as environ-
mental flows was our first big success,” 

Ian says. “These flows, in combination 
with a cap on the amount of water taken 
from the Yarra, are needed to support the 
life-giving ecological processes the dams 
were stopping.”

Buildings encroaching on the river was 
another seemingly intractable problem. 

“Tall buildings on the bank and those 
close to the river ruin the experience for 
people who paddle, cycle and walk along 
the river, as well as destroy precious 
 wildlife habitat,” Ian says.

“The bulk of the controls on new 
buildings take the form of guidelines 
that are administered by local councils. 
Whilst developers like the flexibility of 
such non-mandatory controls, they don’t 
adequately protect the river corridor from 
encroachment.”

“Everywhere we were fighting these 
individual planning approvals, up and 
down the river. And we didn’t have the 

resources to do it. Not like the amount of 
money that’s coming in on the industry 
side.”

The issue was not merely one of 
insufficient resources. Ian came to the 
conclusion that local councils were not 
well-placed to make decisions about the 
impact that a building close to the river 
would have on the wider community. 
Along much of its length the Yarra lies on 
the boundary of local government areas. 

Realising 
the dream of 
Birrarung 
FIVE YEARS AGO THE IDEA OF LEGISLATION TO PROTECT 
THE YARRA RIVER WAS JUST A DREAM. TODAY THE 
YARRA RIVER (WILIP-GIN BIRRARUNG MURRON) 
PROTECTION ACT IS ENSHRINED IN VICTORIAN STATE 
LAW. HOW WAS THIS LEGISLATION BORN? COULD IT BE 
A MODEL FOR OTHER RIVER PROTECTION LAWS? AND  
—  MOST IMPORTANTLY —  WILL IT IMPROVE THE HEALTH 
OF MELBOURNE’S FAMOUS BROWN WATERWAY?

By Josh Meadows

“One of the challenges for 
nature conservation in 
large urban areas such as 
Melbourne is that city-dwellers 
have few opportunities 
to experience nature  —  a 
problem that will escalate if 
the city continues growing.” 
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When councils approved applications for 
buildings on the riverside, they rarely con-
sidered the negative impact that building 
would make to people on the opposite 
bank  —  in a different council area.

“We had to involve the state. We 
needed legislation that would last longer 
than one term of government  —  that had 
bipartisan support  —  and that was on a 
larger scale than councils can provide.”

Ian  —  and others like Environmental 
Justice Australia lawyer Bruce Lindsay  
—  could see the need for a law to oversee 
the management of the whole river system. 
But you can’t float a big change like that 
before laying the groundwork. That meant 
public awareness and political advocacy.

“We started off by raising awareness 
about how special this river is and how 
important it is to people,” Ian says.

“One of the challenges for nature 
conservation in large urban areas such 

as Melbourne is that city-dwellers have 
few opportunities to experience nature  
—  a problem that will escalate if the city 
continues growing. That disconnection 
with nature means many Melburnians 
do not have a good knowledge of the 
issues facing the Yarra, which I argue is 
Melbourne’s most important natural asset.

“So I spent a lot of time on education, 
but always with the message, what can 
we do to make it better? Because knowl-
edge alone is not going to save the river. 

You’ve got to have action. Yes, education 
was important, but the punchy end was 
advocating for change.”

Ian met with politicians from both 
sides of the house. 

“I would take them out in the Yarra 
Riverkeeper patrol boat, one-on-one, on 
to the river, making them aware of how 
special the river was and tapping into 
their values.

“One of the benefits of a little patrol 
boat is that there’s nowhere to hide. So 
every politician who came out got an 
earful of the stories of the river  —  and they 
could see it in ways you can’t see from the 
bank. We talked about what they could do. 
And that got them thinking and talking 
about legislation.”

This work convinced the Labor oppo-
sition to go to the 2014 state election with 
a commitment to establish a Yarra Act. 
Labor won the election. After nine years 

“One of the benefits of a little 
patrol boat is that there’s 
nowhere to hide. So every 
politician who came out got an 
earful of the stories of the river  
—  and they could see it in ways 
you can’t see from the bank.”

Grey-headed Flying-fox skims the Yarra River/Birrarung at dusk.  Photo: Doug Gimesy Photography. 
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as the Yarra Riverkeeper, Ian retired from 
the role.

But the job wasn’t done. 
“Andrew (Kelly), the new Yarra 

Riverkeeper, Bruce (Lindsay) and others 
had to push hard for the new government 
to follow through on its commitment. 
These things don’t just happen without 
pushing.”

Ian was present for the introduction 
of the Yarra River (Wilip-gin Birrarung 
murron) Protection Bill to state parliament 
in June 2017, where Wurundjeri Elders 
welcomed the law. It is believed to be the 
first time Wurundjeri language had been 
spoken on the floor of Victoria’s parliament. 

“It was a momentous occasion,” Ian says.
The involvement of Indigenous people 

in the preamble of the Act and the parlia-
mentary launch made the law stronger, 
deeper and enhanced its credibility.

 “The Wurundjeri Elders became a 
leading voice for the Act,” Ian says.

“When you talk about the river, you 
soon get to talking about the Indigenous 
association with the river which, like any 
part of the landscape, is intimate. That 
sense of place is incredibly powerful. And 
it’s a powerful driving force for caring for 
it. The more we recent settlers learn from 
that sense and pick it up for  ourselves, 
the more we are going to look after the 
place. It isn’t just the science. It isn’t 
something that will come automatically 
to a new arrival. That sense of place and 
the  responsibility and joy of caring for it 
is something that grows.”

So will this new law actually protect 
the Yarra’s flows, its wildlife and its natu-
ral values?

“It is a step forward,” Ian says. “Of 
course it could be stronger, but it is a good 
thing. It acknowledges the importance 
of this river to Melbourne and Victoria. 
Regulation in the past has been very 
piecemeal, but this law views the Yarra as 
a whole system.” 

EJA lawyer Bruce Lindsay says there’s 
never been anything quite like the Yarra 
Act in Australian law.

“It is remarkable because it recognises 
the Yarra and its environs as a discrete, 
integrated living entity, to be managed as 
a single landscape under a 50-year vision. 
It’s a framework Act  —  it sets up important 

opportunities for things to happen. It is 
still up to executive government to do 
certain things, such as prepare a strategic 
plan for the whole river corridor. But there 
are elements of the law that will take effect 
regardless of the action or inaction of a 
particular government.

“The participatory design process  
—  getting communities involved  —  was 
important. Collaborative law reform is 
much more effective than lawyers trying 
to do it on our own. Public involvement 
is a prominent feature of the Act and it 
will be fundamental to achieving strong 
outcomes for the environment.” 

Bruce is now working with community 
groups in Melbourne’s west to secure bet-
ter legal protection for the Maribyrnong 
and Werribee Rivers and other smaller 
waterways. 

“Like the Yarra, the rivers of 
Melbourne’s west are valued by communi-
ties in the suburbs and upstream, but their 
protection and restoration is constrained by 
weak and fragmented laws,” Bruce says.

“The Yarra Act sets up an innovative 
model. That could be a starting point 
for law reform to protect and restore 
 other  rivers. Some key features  —  like the 
50-year vision for restoration  —  will be 
relevant in the west.”

Ian Penrose wants to see how the Yarra 
Act plays out. But he also can see potential 
for this new legislation to be a model for 
other river-specific laws.

“Wouldn’t it be fantastic if all those 
rivers had legislation to protect them, the 
way the Yarra does? But this is just a first 
step for the Yarra. Let’s see how this one 
is implemented and how the Act works in 
practice,” Ian says.

“In our dry climate, healthy flowing 
rivers are not just vital for wildlife, they 
are very important to people’s lives. 
Whether you live near the Yarra, the 
Maribyrnong, the Werribee, or one of the 
many creeks, that waterway is precious. 
And with the pressure of expanding popu-
lations, they need better protection.”

Josh Meadows was ACF’s media adviser 
for 12 years to 2017. He now manages media 
and communications for Environmental 
Justice Australia.

The involvement of 
Indigenous people in the 
preamble of the Act and the 
parliamentary launch made 
the law stronger, deeper and 
enhanced its credibility.
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It’s broken, so let’s fix it: 
seeking a new generation 
of laws

AUSTRALIA’S ENVIRONMENTAL LAWS NEED AN OVERHAUL 
FOR OUR WILDLIFE AND THEIR HABITATS TO THRIVE.

By ACF Healthy Ecosystems Policy Analyst, James Trezise

WE LEAD the world on extinction, with 
the highest number of mammals declared 
extinct since European settlement. Across 
the board, our indicators for biodiversity are 
in substantial decline, according to the most 
recent State of the Environment report.

We have experienced two unprece-
dented mass bleaching events on the Great 
Barrier Reef linked to digging up and 
burning polluting fuels like coal and gas. 
Meanwhile we continue to destroy habitat 
for our wildlife through exemptions for 
logging and inadequate clearing controls.

When it comes to holding govern-
ments and decision makers to account, 
our communities are often frozen out. 
On the global environmental democracy 
index (www.environmentaldemocracy 
index.org), which measures transpar-
ency, participation and justice in envi-
ronmental decision-making, Australia 
ranks  thirty-seventh  —  below Mongolia, 
Cameroon, Zimbabwe and Russia.

At the heart of all these problems are 
weak and outdated laws that enable pol-
luting companies, loggers and big devel-
opers to destroy our living world, with 
little accountability for the damage they 
do or responsibility to repair it.

Our key piece of national environmen-
tal law is the Environment Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation (EPBC) Act, estab-
lished almost 20 years ago with a vision to 
protect nature in Australia. Unfortunately, 
it has failed at its most fundamental task. 
Over the next two years the EPBC Act has 
to be reviewed and this will be an impor-
tant opportunity to reshape our national 
environmental laws.

In the 21st century we cannot accept 
laws that ignore our international com-
mitments or that consign our wildlife to 
extinction. In 2014 the Places You Love 
Alliance, which includes ACF, helped 
convene an independent panel of experts 
on environmental law. The purpose was 

to develop a blueprint for the future of 
Australia’s laws. The panel published its 
recommendations in 2017 and its  findings 
are clear  —  we need an entirely new 
approach to environmental protection and 
governance in Australia.

That’s why we’ll be championing a new 
generation of national environmental laws 
to protect the people and places we love. 
We need to ensure that there is national 
leadership protecting nature in Australia. 
We also need independent institutions 
which make decisions transparently, free 
from undue influence or corruption. And 
importantly, we need to make sure our 
communities have the right to actively par-
ticipate in environmental decision making.

Leadbeater’s possum.  Photo: Dan Harley.

On the global environmental 
democracy index which 
measures transparency, 
participation and justice in 
environmental decision-making, 
Australia ranks thirty-seventh.
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Re:Imagining Change: How to 
use story-based strategy to win 
campaigns, build movements 
and change the world by Patrick 
Reinsborough and Doyle Canning 
Review by ACF Public Narrative 
Coordinator, Dr Tessa Fluence

Once upon a time, people believed the sun 
was pulled through the sky by a golden 
chariot. Nowadays, people believe a cer-
tain product will make you more beautiful. 
Mining is the backbone of Australia’s 
economy. We can have endless growth on 
a finite planet. 

Stories like these explain why things 
are the way they are. Many of these 

Blue 
Review by Sara McMillan

Did you know that by 2050 there will be more plastic in the ocean than 
fish? That half of all marine life has been lost in the last 50 years? Blue is 
a deeply affecting film that will make you question your consumption 
choices. But, it doesn’t leave you bereft of solutions. 

This thought-provoking film leaves no doubt that the tide has 
come for change. Produced and directed by Karina Holden, former 
 commissioning editor of science and natural history at ABC TV, this 
award winning film is highly recommended to ACF members.

Details about how host a community screening or take action at 
www.bluethefilm.org

contemporary myths are destructive and outdated. 
Yet they are like glue, holding together the status quo 
and making alternatives seem unimaginable.

The new edition of ‘Re:Imagining Change: How to use 
story-based strategy to win campaigns, build movements 
and change the world’ explores the power of stories and 
how to use them to change the world. 

In their book, Reinsborough and Canning argue 
changing dominant stories is not easy because today’s 
power structures are bolstered by what they call ‘control 
mythologies’. These myths  —  stories like the ones above  

—  conceal the roots of systemic problems and justify things 
like greed, injustice and destruction. 

However stories like these are vulnerable because 
they are riddled with contradictions and hypocrisy. 
They  cannot withstand the power of public scrutiny. 

Our task, then, is to send public scrutiny their way. 
We must strategically disrupt the old myths and tell 
new stories persuading a critical mass of society that 
 fundamental change is not only possible, but urgently 
necessary.

These new stories will not emerge from on high from 
governments or institutions. Instead they will grow from 
communities and grassroots movements, working together. 

With a trailblazing methodology, lots of examples and 
hands-on tools, ‘Re:Imagining Change’ is an intriguing 
guidebook on how to create this movement of storytellers. 

Ultimately, this is a fight for public understanding. 
When the story changes, culture moves. Power moves. 
And new possibilities emerge. 

More details and how to purchase the book at 
www.pmpress.org

After almost 15 years, 
ACF Librarian and 
Research Officer, 
Antje Dun, has left to 
 pursue further study. 
Antje has most recently 
been the habitat image 
consultant. We will miss 
Antje’s knowledge and 
incredible contribution 
to ACF. Our habitat read-
ing and reflections page 
will continue.

17



A postcard from Oslo
REFLECTIONS ON ICAN WINNING THE 2017 NOBEL PEACE PRIZE.

By ACF Nuclear Free Campaigner, Dave Sweeney

NORWAY really knows how to do 
Christmas. No shouting Santas with 
sunscreen, prawns and styrofoam snow 
 urging you to buy stuff. Instead fir trees, 
street braziers, twinkling lights and can-
dles with genuine white, cold, flaky stuff.

I had come from the early December 
Australian heat to the Scandinavian winter 
via a plane that left at night and  landed 
in dense low cloud. This dislocating 
transition was furthered with days that 
stayed dim till mid-morning and faded by 
mid-afternoon. But Oslo was anything but 
dark: it was a time filled with optimism, 
purpose and joy.

It is a long way from the back lanes of 
Carlton to the decorative function room 
of Oslo city hall but I was lucky enough 
to make the trip as part of a group of 
Australian activists and advocates whose 
pursuit of a noble mission was rewarded 
late last year with a Nobel Prize. 

ICAN  —  the International Campaign 
to Abolish Nuclear Weapons  —  was a 
response to the failure of international 
political efforts to address the existential 
threat of nuclear weapons.

A small group of doctors, activists and 
thinkers gathering to discuss how to end 
diplomats and governments routinely 

placing nuclear weapons abolition in the 
global ‘too hard basket’ and quietly tiptoe-
ing away. 

We met in lounge rooms, front bars, 
cafés and our workplaces, including at 
ACF. And we were determined to do more 
than talk.

In a decade since ICAN was formal-
ly launched in Melbourne in 2007 it has 
grown from a mini bus of hopefuls to a 

The Nobel Peace Prize! 
Ignore that one, apologists 
for mass destruction!
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global vehicle for powerful change with 
over 450 organisations, affiliates and part-
ners in over 100 nations. 

Last July over 120 nations agreed on the 
formal text of a treaty to prohibit nuclear 
weapons in the UN. And in September the 
treaty was signed into reality.

One Friday night in October I was 
sharing a meal with family and friends 
when my phone went into overdrive. I 
excused myself and discreetly left to find 
a flurry of text messages. Discretion was 
jettisoned when these announced that 
ICAN had been awarded the 2017 Nobel 
Peace Prize.

This started a time of celebration, 
disbelief and relief. The Nobel Peace 
Prize! Ignore that one, apologists for mass 
destruction!

The Nobel Committee spoke of 
ICAN’s “work to draw attention to the 
catastrophic humanitarian consequenc-
es of any use of nuclear weapons” and 

“ground-breaking efforts to achieve a 

treaty-based prohibition on such weapons” 
as the reason for the award. Recent events 
have further highlighted the urgent need 
to end the threat of nuclear weapons. 

The Doomsday Clock  —  an initiative 
started in 1947 to convey the likelihood of 
human made global catastrophe, particu-
larly from nuclear war  —  was moved this 
year to two minutes to midnight. This 
is the closest time to disaster since 1953 
when the USA and USSR were showcas-
ing H bombs and civilians were racing to 
build bunkers and buy tinned food. 

Shortly after this sobering time change 
around one million people in Hawaii 

2017 ICAN (International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons) Nobel Peace Prize celebrations at Karl Johans gate,  
Oslo on UN Human Rights Day and Nobel Award Day, Dec 10, 2017. Photo: Kristian Laemmle-Ruff.

We live in a time of existential 
choice. Sooner or later we either 
get rid of nuclear weapons 
or they will get rid of us.
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and spinning high above a picture book 
skyline half a world away.

For those of us far too used to being 
ignored or derided by Australian deci-
sion makers, it was a long step and a big 
difference being feted as the recipients of 
what my Norway guide book called the 
‘world’s most prestigious prize’.

It is also a prize with a leakproof pro-
cess that national governments would love 
to emulate. ICAN was advised just five 
minutes before the formal announcement 
to be prepared and not treat media calls 
as a hoax. It truly was a pinch yourself 
moment and a potent reminder of the 
power of ordinary people coming together 
in effective action in defence of our most 
extraordinary planet.

Geir Lundestad, a former director of 
the Norwegian Nobel Institute stated that 
while many “see the Prize as a declaration 
of sainthood, winners are often just more 
or less ordinary people who have tried to 
do something useful for peace”. Hopefully 
our collective and continuing efforts will 
be useful enough to continue life on Earth.

ICAN has never been about the mes-
senger, and it still isn’t. What is important 
is the chance that the profile and cachet 
of the Nobel will help open doors, ears, 
minds and hearts to the ICAN message  
—  including in Canberra. We need clear 
international law to help avoid a cata-
strophic global war. The geo-politics and 
the positioning can be murky and complex 
but the message and the stakes are simple, 
clear and urgent. 

And the good news is  —  it is happening.

received a text message that was the stuff 
of nightmares, advising of an incoming 
missile strike. 

Add the sabre-rattling rhetoric 
between nuclear-armed states, tweets 
around the size and capacity of respective 
nuclear buttons and a new U.S. defence 
strategy based on greater deployment 
of nuclear weapons, and the threat of an 
intentional or accidental nuclear exchange 
has moved from the margins of the 
world’s radar screen and worry list to its 
very centre.

We live in a time of existential choice. 
Sooner or later we either get rid of nuclear 
weapons or they will get rid of us. Having 
fifteen thousand nuclear weapons, many 
on hair-trigger or ‘launch on warning’ sta-
tus, is living on the edge of the abyss. 

ICAN and ACF have joined millions 
in choosing hope, action and a future. 
And for the Nobel Committee, the major-
ity of the world’s nations and a growing 
number of its peoples, the Treaty on the 
Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons is our 
shared planet’s best chance to get rid of 
its worst weapons. 

The time in Oslo saw ICAN activists, 
elderly Japanese bomb survivors and 
Indigenous advocates and representatives 
join royals, artists, academics and ambas-
sadors in a series of meetings, forums, 
concerts and, of course, the Award cere-
mony. Particularly powerful for me were 
the meetings with bomb survivors and 
Indigenous people from around the world 
affected by nuclear tests and toxins. 

Walking through the winter market 
in Oslo’s Central Square beside a huge 
ferris wheel with a centrepiece alternating 
between Alfred Nobel’s profile and the 
ICAN logo was surreal. I remembered the 
day our sadly departed and deeply missed 
co-founder Bill Williams excitedly showed 
a hand-drawn image on a sheet of A4. 
Now it was ten metres wide, illuminated 

Walking beside a huge ferris 
wheel with a centrepiece 
alternating between Alfred 
Nobel’s profile and the 
ICAN logo was surreal.

2017 ICAN Nobel Peace Prize in Oslo being held by Dave Sweeney with co-chair 
 of the Australian Nuclear Free Alliance Sue Coleman-Haseldine, a Kokatha  

elder and Maralinga test survivor from Ceduna (SA) and Daisy Gardener,  
an ICAN Australia Board member. Photo: Kristian Laemmle-Ruff.
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Greater Glider, East Gippsland. Photo: Pavel German.

CONGRATULATIONS TO FOREST CAMPAIGNERS ANDREW LINCOLN  
AND THE GOONGERAH ENVIRONMENT CENTRE (GECO), JOINT WINNERS  
OF THE 2017 PETER RAWLINSON CONSERVATION AWARD IN RECOGNITION  
OF THEIR CRITICAL WORK SURVEYING AND DEFENDING VICTORIAN  
NATIVE FORESTS.

Defenders of our forests
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THE ANNOUNCEMENT of joint winners was 
made by Marnie Rawlinson at last year’s 
AGM. Our CEO, Kelly O’Shanassy, also 
paid tribute to the winners describing their 
work as critical to defending Australia’s 
prized native forests and curbing the 
worst extinction rate in the world.

“Both Andrew and the volunteers with 
GECO have shown immense dedication 
and love for Victoria’s beautiful native 
forest habitats. These forests are home to 
some of our most special creatures and 

serve as lungs for cities like Melbourne,” 
Kelly said.

“Sadly, Andrew’s and GECO’s work is 
necessary because our laws are too weak 
to properly protect our native forests and 
iconic wildlife, and our environmental 
authorities are not properly resourced to 
enforce what little protections do exist.

“While we celebrate the work of the 
2017 Rawlinson Award winners, we call 
on our elected representatives to take their 
lead and create new national parks and 

2017 JOINT AWARD WINNER

GECO was awarded for the critical citizen 
science and on-ground surveying work of 
its volunteers to protect old growth trees 
and rainforest plants in East Gippsland 
forests, which provide critical habitat 
for species like the Greater Glider, Long-
footed Potoroo, Yellow-bellied Glider, 
Spiny Crayfish and Powerful Owl.

2017 JOINT AWARD WINNER

Andrew was awarded for the countless 
volunteer hours he has spent documenting 
rare and endangered wildlife in tracts of 
threatened forests in Victoria’s Central 
Highlands and East Gippsland. He has 
trained citizen science groups, developed 
logging coupe and threatened species 
maps for other environment groups, and 
collaborated on celebrated legal inter-
ventions to protect Victorian forests. This 
work has led to logging being permanent-
ly halted in a number of active coupes and 
temporarily halted in many more.

GOONGERAH ENVIRONMENT 
CENTRE (GECO)

ANDREW LINCOLN

π A DATE FOR YOUR DIARY! Nominations for this year’s award open 
on World Environment Day, June 5th and will close on August 31st. 
The winner will be announced at ACF’s AGM in November. The 
nomination form will be available online at: www.acf.org.au

Ed Hill from Rawlinson Award-winning organisation GECO 
with award founder Marnie Rawlinson, ACF annual general 

meeting, November 2017. Photo: Stephanie Bradford

protected areas, and put in place strong 
laws for nature.”

The ACF Peter Rawlinson 
Conservation Award celebrates indi-
viduals and groups who have made an 
outstanding voluntary contribution to 
protecting the environment in Australia. 

Established in 1992, the annual 
award is given in memory of former ACF 
Councillor Peter Rawlinson  —  a zoologist, 
lecturer in biological science and tireless 
campaigner for our living world.
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What drives you to get out 
of bed in the morning?
When I get up, I like to reflect on the pre-
ciousness of human life and how quickly it 
goes. So, what we do, what we think, what 
we say really matters. 
I like to think about using the day really 
well and being mindful about what I think, 
what I say and what I do.

What brings you joy when 
being in nature?
Nothing gives me greater happiness than 
those moments of pause. It’s almost like 
the lights go out and you’re just there. You 
experience this sense of the wonder of the 
natural world.

Do you believe that we, as a 
collective, have the where-
withal to achieve a positive 
future for our world?
Yes. I’m very optimistic because when we 
think of the ‘we’ as the ACF family, of sup-
porters, and stakeholders and partners we 
limit the sense of who that ‘we’ could be. 
I’m pretty sure everyone loves nature. I’m 
pretty sure everyone wants a future where 
we can benefit from solutions to these 
pressing problems of pollution, loss of 
biodiversity, increasing heat in our cities, 
coping with natural disasters. 

Who have been the great-
est mentors in your life?
I’ve been blessed with great women in my 
family. My grandmother was an amazing 
woman, the first woman to graduate from 
medicine in Austria. My mother broke 
lots of ground in Brazil. My mother was 
a guiding light for me and hugely sup-
portive. We loved going hiking together  

—  every weekend we would walk the same 
twenty miles and it was just fantastic. I 
remember feeling like her example was a 
secure place to imagine. 

I’ve been fortunate to have wonder-
ful bosses who have continued to inspire 
me. I’ve got a network of women friends 
and we work hard to empower each other 
because we are all trying to be game chang-
ers in our ways. One of the first women I 
met when I came to Australia is Elizabeth 
Broderick (former Sex Discrimination 
Commissioner). Liz has been a complete 
inspiration about what’s possible if you’re 
prepared to listen and have a low ego about 
building potential allies.

So, being around women like that has 
helped me realise that so much is possible.

It’s the first time ACF has had 
a female President  —  do you 
have any reflections on this?
I think it’s hilarious and wonderful that 
it took ACF more than 50 years to notice 
that the President wasn’t a woman. 
Something’s happening around the world 
about inclusion and democracy. Very 
quickly it will become business as usual  
—  Kelly and I are people, not just women. 

What’s your message of hope 
for our environment in 2050?
I believe we are fundamentally good, not 
fundamentally bad. We need to remind 
ourselves of that. We have this tender 
heart that relates to other living things. 
Because media is so in our face and we 
see those other living things, whether 
they’re polar bears or ecosystems around 
coral reefs or birds that are impacted by 
drought. That connection can foster a 
sense of responsibility and excitement 

An afternoon 
with Mara Bún
NEW ACF PRESIDENT MARA BÚN INVITED ACF MEDIA ADVISER TOBY HALLIGAN TO HER QUEENSLAND 
HINTERLAND RETREAT TO SHARE HER UNIQUE, FRESH PERSPECTIVE.

By Toby Halligan

about what we can do to improve the 
condition of biodiversity.

We are guardians for the next 
generation. What are the changes 
you want to make to ensure that 
Australia’s natural beauty is pre-
served for the next generation?
It’s a huge responsibility for ACF to take 
on the mantel of generational guardian-
ship of our natural world. Humans are 
growing in our impact in number. We 
have no choice but to change the nature of 
that impact as that growth occurs if we are 
to have a solution. 

[Banjo the dog interrupts the  interview 
with a woof  —  he agrees with Mara’s 
thoughts.]

ACF’s responsibility as a guardian 
of the natural environment for future 
generations has never been more pressing. 
As we know, more people living in ways 
that have more impact is going to create a 
bigger challenge unless we transform the 
nature of that impact. 

Politics right now seems so 
polarised. How do we go about 
changing people’s minds?
It’s true that politics is on a thin edge on 
all sides. If we are relying on politics to 
make the change happen, maybe we are 
deluding ourselves. You can have a huge 
political win then have it unwound in one 
week. I’m a firm believer in deliberative 
models. I’ve worked in environments with 
citizens juries where you get ordinary 
people to consider complex problems then 
balance the weight of judgement so you get 
a solution. It’s based on informed citizenry. 
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“I think we sometimes think 
about membership as ‘what am 
I going to get?’ but the super 
cool thing about ACF is that 
it’s all about what you’re going 
to give. And what you give in 
telling the story in a different 
way, in your place. Whether 
you’re young, whether you’re 
old, what culture you come 
from, what corner of Australia 
you live in. You can actually 
transform the world by telling 
your story with us. And that’s 
what you’re going to get”.

Mara Bún and Banjo at her property in the Gold Coast, Queensland hinterland. 
Photo: Thomas Kinsman.
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NADIA is an ACF Vice President and 
past President of the Conservation 
Council  of South Australia. She has 
worked extensively in the environment 
sector in Australia and overseas. This 
includes 30 years of experience in NGO 
governance roles. She coordinates the 
Friends of the Billabong, restoring the 
habitat of the River Torrens in metropoli-
tan Adelaide.

CHRISTIAN is the former CEO of the 
Tasmanian Conservation Trust and has 
been Tasmanian State Campaign Director 
for the Wilderness Society and Board 
Member of Greenpeace Australia (NSW). 
He is a recipient of the UN Association 
of Australia’s Award for Individual 
Achievement and the Professor Harry 
Bloom Award. Christian has particular 
experience with marine conservation and 
volunteer programs. 

Councillor 
reflections
FOUR LONG-SERVING COUNCILLORS’ TERMS ARE 
NEARING THE END. WE ASKED THEM WHAT BEING AN 
ACF COUNCILLOR HAS MEANT TO THEM.

“ACF has provided me with a “dreaming 
space”  —  of what we want our 
collective future to be  —  as much 
as offering participation in a value-
driven and practically focused NGO. 
My proudest achievement on Council 
was to help set a long-term strategic 
agenda that places nature and a 
transformative vision first. This has 
meant transforming ourselves as an 
organisation, recognising squarely that 
we are part of nature and dependent 
upon it for our health, wealth and 
spiritual sustenance.”  —  Nadia McLaren

“My time with ACF has allowed me 
to combine my three passions of 
community  —  driven action, protection 
of the natural environment, and 
transformational change of our society 
and economy. I have seen each of 
these become a fundamental part of 
the strategy and fabric of ACF. But it 
is when I think of the future, and the 
opportunity for the ACF community to 
lead fundamental shifts in our culture 
and society as we tackle the most 
important issues of our time that I get 
really excited.”  —  Piers Verstegen 

“I enjoyed my time with ACF in assisting 
with the development of the current 
strategic plan and vision. The plan 
has really reshaped ACF from its 
traditional lobby role to becoming a 
much more engaged alliance builder 
and participatory community partner. 
It was great to work with such talented 
strategic thinkers and advocates on 
the Council and with its staff. ACF is 
really well placed to succeed and I 
would encourage other ACF members 
to join the Council and to shape the 
next vision for ACF.”  —  Christian Bell

PIERS is the Executive Director of the 
Conservation Council of WA and an ACF 
Vice President. He has been named as one 
of WA’s 100 most influential people by 
the Western Australian newspaper for his 
environmental advocacy and community 
leadership. He has been a senior policy 
advisor and has diverse experience in 
environmental science, law, politics and 
economics. Piers is committed to commu-
nity-based advocacy and change through 
democratic participation.

26



JONATHAN has been an ACF Councillor 
since 2009, as well as an ACF Board 
member for some of this time. Jonathan 
is a senior multimedia journalist, public 
speaker and former lecturer with a PhD 
in political science. He has extensive 
environmental campaign experience and 
once organised a 500-strong University 
of Sydney anti-Coal Seam Gas  meeting 
to bring about a NSW government 
 moratorium on CSG. Jonathan is the 
author of 30 books.

This is your opportunity to step up and 
bring to Council your passion for cre-
ating a future that cherishes life. Help 
us achieve our vision of a world where 
forests, rivers, people and wildlife thrive. 
Experience the fulfillment of working with 
like-minded and dedicated Councillors 
and Board members of Australia’s national 
environment organisation.

What is a Councillor’s role?
Councillors represent the members of 
the state in which they live. Elected for 
a term of three years, Councillors will 
attend up to three meetings each year, in 
Melbourne. Council’s primary role is to 
develop an effective strategic direction 
for the organisation, appoint an appro-
priately skilled Board and review the 
Board’s performance, and represent and 
engage with ACF members.

The process
To nominate you must be an ACF member. 
From July 2nd visit: 
acf.org.au/council_election
Email: executive.support@acf.org.au
or 
Phone: 03 9345 1233 for nomination kits 
and further information about the number 
of electorates, positions available and the 
election process. 

Nominations will close at 5.00pm EST 
on Tuesday 31 July 2018 and must be sent 
by email to executive.support@acf.org.au,  
or by post to the Returning Officer,  
ACF, Level 1, 60 Leicester Street,  
Carlton 3053.

Nominate for 
the ACF Council
MEMBERS PLAY A CRITICAL ROLE IN GUIDING ACF’S STRATEGIC 
DIRECTION THROUGH THEIR PARTICIPATION ON ACF COUNCIL.

“Having worked on and off for ACF for 
30 years now I have witnessed both 
the worsening of the environmental 
crisis on the one hand, but also 
the corresponding growth of our 
unmatched powerhouse which has 
achieved so many environmental 
victories. And if you get elected to the 
Council you will be on the front line 
with the nation’s greatest champion for 
the future, at a time when it is so badly 
needed. Standing for the Council is 
about helping protect nature and doing 
all that you can to shine a light on 
vested interests.”  —  Dr Jonathan King

“For over 50 years ACF has led 
some of the most important 
and successful environmental 
campaigns in Australia, and 
I’m incredibly proud to be 
part of an organisation 
with such an important 
history.” Piers Verstegen

ACF Councillors Piers Verstegen and Nadia McLaren 
at the 50th ACF annual general meeting and birthday 

celebrations, November 2015. Photo: James Thomas.
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THE FUTURE of the Murray-Darling Basin 
hangs in limbo. Meanwhile, state govern-
ments argue about how much precious 
water to allocate to revive the threatened 
web of life that dwells along our glorious 
waterways. The sticking point is getting 
state governments to agree on the amount 
of water that should be protected for envi-
ronmental benefits along our rivers. 

These are uncertain and nervous times 
for river communities.

And yet, remarkable stories like that 
of Renmark fruit farmer  —  and cherished 
ACF campaign supporter  —  Kate Strachan, 
remind us of the power of community. 
Indeed, strong river communities, with a 
diverse range of members, are working 
together to improve the health of their 
waterways by implementing more sustain-
able water use practices.

Kate’s journey of change was 
triggered by the great drought which 
devoured Australia in the early 2000s. 

Kate’s brother and father were running 
the family farm at the time. She used to 
regularly visit and recalls how the rain just 
would not fall.

The Murray River, which quenched 
their thirst for as long as they can remem-
ber, was in crisis. Flows were reduced, 
irrigation restrictions were severe and the 
Strachans’ fruit trees were barely alive. 
Many of the mighty River Red Gums 
which had stood so proud for all those 
years on the river banks, curled up their 
toes and fell to their dry salty graves.

The birds stopped singing, the frogs 
stopped calling, and the fish all but disap-
peared. Drought and over allocation had 
taken its toll on the river, and without its 

The revival of 
river community, 
Renmark
WHEN DROUGHT HIT THE RIVERLAND REGION IN THE EARLY 2000s, 
FRUIT FARMER KATE STRACHAN AND HER FAMILY FACED DESPERATE 
TIMES. THIS IS THE STORY OF KATE’S JOURNEY BACK TO RESILIENCE AND 
HARMONY WITH THE WATER SOURCE THAT SUSTAINS HER COMMUNITY.

By Neil Sutton

“The drought was a wake-up 
call for everyone. Water is 
our life, our community; 
without it we have nothing”.
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Kate talks passionately about the 
changes she has seen. “In just two years 
we saw the area begin to recover, and now, 
just four years on, it’s starting to look like 
the photos from the 1950s. The trees which 
germinated after the 2010-2011 high water 
event are now 8-foot-tall and grasses and 
reeds surround the fringes of the water-
hole. There are pelicans, ducks, swans, 
and many other waterbirds. Sometimes  

—  if you’re lucky  —  you’ll be greeted by 
a harmony of frogs singing down in the 
shallows of the floodplain.” 

The signs of success are clear and 
inspiring. 

Although the average Renmark farm 
now receives less water each year, a 
new-found harmony has been created 
due to the way the water has been used. 
The recovering floodplains have brought 
smiles back to the faces of farmers, fishers, 
scientists, tourists and local residents. The 
sense of pride and excitement about the 
town’s future is almost palpable.

Kate, and the wider Renmark com-
munity, have learnt from the tough times. 
They have been proactive and changed the 
way they use their water source. And in 
doing so, have helped to restore the health 
of Australian waterways. For this progress 
to continue, we need more people like 
Kate and more towns like Renmark to take 
the lead regardless of how the Murray-
Darling Basin Plan plays out. Future 
generations depend on it.

Many of the mighty River 
Red Gums which had stood 
so proud for all those years 
on the river banks, curled 
up their toes and fell to 
their dry salty graves.

The trees are now 8-foot-tall 
and grasses and reeds surround 
the fringes of the waterhole. 

life source, nature in the area could not 
survive. 

It was heart-wrenching, desperate 
times for the Strachans and many others 
in the Riverland region. Eventually their 
luck changed. In 2010 a glorious swing 
in the weather brought wonderful La 
Nina-induced rain. The drought was over 
for now, but it was a struggle they would 
not forget.

Kate nervously reflects on those times. 
“The drought was a wake-up call for 
everyone. Water is our life, our community; 
without it we have nothing”. 

From that point onwards, Kate and 
the wider community in Renmark had a 
new-found respect for the river as a whole 
and the network of life it supports. They 
understood that they needed to adapt to 
a changing climate to restore health to the 
river and river communities. 

What followed was the start of some-
thing special. The Renmark Irrigation 
Trust  —  an organisation dedicated to 
distributing water from the Murray River 
to farms in the area  —  formed a relation-
ship with Nature Foundation SA. They 
agreed on a project to return water to the 
dry surrounding floodplains, through the 
use of Environmental Flows (water bought 
back from farmers). Johnsons Waterhole  

—  which is next to Kate’s farm  —  was 
 chosen as the first test site. 

π Follow in Kate’s footsteps. Apply 
for the 2018 Rivers Fellowship 
and get skilled up to speak out 
for our rivers. www.acf.org.au/
rivers_fellowship_2018

Kate Strachan. Photo: Thomas Kinsman.
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Twenty years on: 
Jabiluka standing strong

TWO DECADES AGO, PEOPLE CAME TOGETHER TO TAKE A STAND AGAINST A URANIUM MINE IN KAKADU. 
DAVE SWEENEY REFLECTS ON THE NINE MONTH JABILUKA BLOCKADE, A DAVID AND GOLIATH STRUGGLE THAT 
ENDED IN VICTORY.

THIS YEAR MARKS TWO DECADES since 
people from across Australia and around 
the world came together to say no to 
a plan to rip and ship a risky mineral 
known as uranium from a magnificent 
place against the wishes of the region’s 
Traditional Owners.

For over sixty thousand years 
Australia has been a peopled and actively 
managed land. Only since European set-
tlement have the checks and balances that 
recognised and respected the capacity of 
the country been replaced by a priority on 
cheques and balance sheets.

This tension between the drive for 
the private dollar and the protection of 
our common wealth can often be seen in 
disputes over resource extraction. From 

the earlier push for oil drilling on the 
Great Barrier Reef to the current com-
munity response to the threat of Adani’s 
contaminating coal colossus, Australians 
have a long, proud and effective tradition 
of action. It’s vibrant and vital. We are 
noticed. 

The contest over uranium mining at 
Jabiluka in Kakadu was sustained, exten-
sive and multifaceted. In one pivotal initi-
ative in 1998, five thousand people spent 

eight months living and protecting this 
place. Over five hundred were arrested for 
participating in non-violent civil disobedi-
ence during this blockade.

At the request of the Mirarr Traditional 
Owners, national and Northern Territory 
environment groups facilitated a response 
to this threat to their Country. The 
response ensured a human rights and 
environmental injustice issue happening 
a long way from where most Australians 
live, became a conversation topic in 
lounge rooms, classrooms and boardrooms 
around the nation.

Bores were sunk, toilets dug, showers 
erected, kitchen, first aid and communi-
cations centres established and materials 
begged, borrowed, scammed and sourced 

The Mirarr-led community 
campaign to defend their 
Country is a clear reminder 
of the power of collective 
and protective action.

Mirarr Traditional Owner Yvonne Margarula lives downstream from the Ranger Uranium Mine. Photo: Glenn Campbell. 
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from far and wide. It was a reverse 
Dunkirk with people arriving for non-vi-
olent contest by bus, plane, bike and a 
broad blend of vehicles. 

There were different faces from diverse 
places but there was a shared intent to 
support the Mirarr in opposition to a dirty 
and dangerous uranium mine on their 
lands.

The Mirarr issued an invitation and 
a passport that welcomed participants to 
their Country and laid out some under-
standings and expectations. And people 
came and engaged. There was demonstra-
tion and documentation. Protest, prayer, 
painting and poetry. People locked on and 
logged on. Pre-dawn scoping missions 
rolled into high noon roadblocks and were 

followed by twilight concerts. And there 
were meetings. 

Gundjeihmi Aboriginal Corporation 
has recently released a calendar marking 
the twentieth anniversary of the Jabiluka 
Blockade which is featured below. 
Capturing some of the most iconic images 
of the David and Goliath struggle, this 
production is a testament to the power of 
little people to create big change. 

There is a Nicaraguan saying that the 
most beautiful victory is the war that we 
avoid.

There is a Nicaraguan saying 
that the most beautiful victory 
is the war that we avoid.

Jabiluka was to be a multi-decade 
uranium mine that would have caused 
heartache at home and fuelled hazard 
abroad. Now it won’t. 

The Mirarr-led community campaign 
to defend their Country from the poison 
of the uranium sector is a most beautiful 
victory and a clear reminder of the power 
of collective and protective action. It is a 
model that works. It’s also a message that 
remains timely and important. 

Standing Strong, Jabiluka 20 years 
2018 wall calendar
2018 MARKS THE TWENTIETH ANNIVERSARY OF THE EIGHT-MONTH BLOCKADE THAT 
SAW THOUSANDS OF PEACEFUL PROTESTERS TRAVEL TO KAKADU TO SUPPORT THE 
MIRARR IN THEIR FIGHT PROTECT JABILUKA FROM URANIUM MINING.

THIS CALENDAR features powerful 
and beautiful images to commemo-
rate the historic victory. It includes 
pictures from Mirarr country as well 
as from Jabiluka actions and support 
rallies across Australia and around the 
world.

For only $12 including postage to 
anywhere in Australia, this is a piece 

of history you don’t want to miss 
out on. Already got your 2018 wall 
calendar? Even if you have it’s time to 
find space for one more, and why not 
grab another one for a friend while 
you’re at it?

Respecting the Past  —  Protecting the Future

π Order your calendar at 
www.mirarr.net
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The future of energy
STRONG LEADERSHIP IN CHINA SIGNALS A BIG SHIFT TO CLEAN ENERGY.

CHINA is showing just how quickly change 
can happen when governments demon-
strate leadership. If you want to see the 
future of energy, go to Anhui province in 
China. It is home to the world’s largest 
floating solar farm. The 166,000 panels 
float on an artificial lake above a flooded 
valley that once contained a coal mine. 
Like a dazzling necklace, bobbing on a 
sapphire field, the panels are cooled by 
the water. They generate clean electricity 
for 15,000 homes. An even larger floating 
array is due to be launched later this year. 

The remarkable modernisation of 
China’s economy has had cataclysmic 
environmental effects. As half a billion 
people have been lifted out of poverty, riv-
ers, air and even the earth itself have been 
poisoned. Much of that growth has been 
fuelled by cheap coal that still provides 70 
per cent of China’s energy. But the price 
has been abysmal air quality and rapidly 
rising health problems like respiratory 

In 2017, Chinese companies manu-
factured 60 per cent of solar cells sold 
globally. That massive increase in pro-
duction, has contributed to a drop in the 
cost of solar and wind power, which have 
fallen by 70 per cent and 25 per cent since 
2010, respectively. As renewables have 
dropped in price, suddenly coal projects 
like Adani’s Carmichael mine began look-
ing like stranded assets. Last year in India, 
solar power totalled 39 per cent of new 
energy capacity. After centuries of ascend-
ancy, coal is not just dirty, and deadly, it 
also just does not make economic sense. 

Of course there’s a huge amount of 
work to do to transition China, let alone 
the world, to clean energy. But the speed 
of China’s embrace of renewables, and the 
flow on effects show how quickly things 
can change when politicians provide 
the right kind of leadership. It is time 
Australia’s leaders began doing the same. 

disease and lung cancer. According to the 
World Health Organisation, as many as 
one million people a year die in China 
because of air pollution. 

In response to public pressure, the 
Chinese government has launched an 
aggressive campaign in pursuit of what 
President Xi Jinping calls “ecological 
civilisation”. Earlier this year, for the 
first time, the Chinese National Energy 
Administration set goals to reduce coal 
consumption. More solar and wind are 
now being added to China’s power mix 
than coal. 

The Chinese government is present-
ly aiming for 20 per cent of all energy 
generated to be clean by 2030, but many 
commentators expect it to achieve that 
milestone long before (it presently stands 
at 12 per cent). Last year the Chinese add-
ed 52.83 gigawatts of solar to their grid, 
substantially more than the total installed 
capacity of Australia’s grid. That increase 
in production has had flow-on effects for 
the international renewable energy sector. 

By ACF Media Adviser, Toby Halligan

As many as one million 
people a year die in China 
because of air pollution. 

More solar and wind are 
now being added to China’s 
power mix than coal.

If you want to see the future of 
energy, go to Anhui province in 
China. It is home to the world’s 
largest floating solar farm.
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ACF supporters were lucky enough to spend campfire time on the recent ACF and Kimberley  
Land Council ranger trip with Joe Edgar, Director at Karajarri Traditional Lands Association. Photo: Julia Rau

The floating solar farm in Anhui province, China. 
Photo: Courtesy of Sungrow.
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“Gonna change my 
way of thinking, make 
myself a different set of 

rules. Gonna put my good 
foot forward and stop 

being influenced by fools.” 
Bob Dylan

Our campaigns
WHAT HAVE WE BEEN UP TO AT ACF OVER THE PAST SIX MONTHS?

By ACF Director of Campaigns, Paul Sinclair

Fungus, Cradle Mountain, Tasmania. Photo: Antje Dun. 
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I WAS FORTUNATE to be able to spend 
a week hiking the Overland Track in 
Tasmania with my son before summer fad-
ed into autumn. Walking with people you 
love through stunning and diverse land-
scapes, while carrying all life’s necessities 
on your back, strips away life’s bling and 
baloney pretty quickly. I get blown away 
by the subtle changes of colour across a 
plateau, or the amazing beauty of some 
fragment of fungus. The track is a wonder-
ful experience. 

But it’s also true that the Overland 
Track is still haunted by the ghost of that 
old bugger Terra Nullius. You remember. 
That old insane idea that Australia was 
nobody’s land that tried to magically erase 
Indigenous culture from the earth. It’s 
good to get official information not to walk 
the track in thongs. But it’d also be great 
for the Tassie Government to lay out out a 
few truth tablets about Aboriginal occupa-
tion, creation and resistance. Otherwise it 
seems like Australians just keep ignoring 
the truth that the vast majority of our great 
places are and have always been deeply 
and inseparably bound together with peo-
ple generally and Indigenous Australians 
specifically. 

Anyway, you should go and see the 
track for yourself  —  or if Tassie’s not handy, 
head down to the park or the back pad-
dock  —  to get a shot of the regenerative 
power of nature.

You’ll remember that before many of 
us disbanded for Christmas holidays that 
there were some momentous movements 
in the Stop Adani campaign.

ACF supporters played a massive 
part in stopping the possibility that Adani 
would get hold of a $1 billion loan of 

public money to build its mega- polluting 
coal mine. Months of campaigning and 
pressuring our governments culminated 
in the Queensland Premier, Annastacia 
Palaszczuk pledging to veto any loan 
from the federal government’s Northern 
Australia Infrastructure Facility (NAIF). 
This occurred during the recent election 
campaign. Just days after winning re-elec-
tion on this policy, Premier Palaszczuk 
sent off the official veto confirmation. This 
veto is a key step in our campaign to stop 
the Adani mine for good.

Our team in Brisbane held 50 local 
actions in key state electorates. We pulled 
together an influential scorecard rating 
parties on their support or opposition of 
the Adani mine and renewable energy. The 
scorecard was delivered to 60,000 homes 
and reached a whopping seven million 
people on social media.

Elections are important events in the 
life of a democracy. For ACF they are key 
moments for us to test what’s known 
in the advocacy trade as our ‘theory of 
change’. Simply  —  how are we actually 
going to make the change you and I want 
to see in the world? All our campaigns are 
based on this theory of change: If we dis-
mantle the stories of conflict between peo-
ple and nature and create new stories that 
move people to action; if we build a wave 
of people who care and are willing to act 
as powerful, organised communities for 
change, then we will successfully change 
the laws, policies and decisions that fails 
people and our planet. The decision by 
the Queensland Premier to back away 
from her support of an Adani taxpayer gift 
showed that ACF is helping create a wave 
of people big enough to create change for 
good.

To continue on this theme, over the last 
12 months we’ve run two big community 
workshops in Brisbane and Melbourne 
to build a network of leaders across the 
country. As a result we now have 20 ACF 
community groups that have been brought 

to life by fantastic local volunteer leaders. 
We’ve got plans to triple that number over 
the coming years. We now have more 
than half a million supporters across the 
country. Continuing to build this com-
munity movement is a core priority for 
ACF in 2018 as the next federal election 
approaches.

Ten years ago, our Nuclear Free 
Campaigner, Dave Sweeney, and a 
small group of advocates met in an ACF 
meeting room in Melbourne and formed 
the International Campaign to Abolish 
Nuclear Weapons (ICAN). They set a goal: 
a binding treaty to prohibit nuclear weap-
ons and their obscene threat to people 
and the planet. Since then, this campaign 
has created a worldwide movement with 
over 450 groups affiliated in more than 100 
nations. In October ICAN was awarded a 
Nobel Prize for its work to end the threat 
of nuclear arms to humanity. You may 
remember when Bob Dylan won a Nobel 
Prize he refused to attend the award 
ceremony. Well, ACF’s Dave Sweeney is 
no Bob Dylan. Dave was a very proud 
attendee on our behalf at the official Nobel 
Prize ceremony in Norway, and sent back 
some fantastic stories and images  —  see ‘A 
postcard from Oslo’, on page 18.

There’s lots more to come in 2018. 
Adani campaign developments are chang-
ing rapidly so it’s likely we will be even 
further towards an outcome by the time 
you read this. 

Thanks again for your support and 
courage.

The veto of a $1 billion loan 
of public money is a key 
step in our campaign to stop 
the Adani mine for good.

We now have more than 
half a million supporters 
across the country.

35



hide from predators, breed and raise their 
young. In fact, of the 174 native animal 
species in NSW which rely on tree hol-
lows, 40 are listed as threatened. 

``Because tree hollows are becoming 
increasingly rare and their formation slow, 
it is very important to retain habitat trees, 
so when this big gum tree died it was an 
opportunity to provide a safe haven for 
some of the small animals who live at 
Everglades,’’says Guy.

Three artificial nest hollows were 
carved for birds in the upper limbs and 
trunk and two openings for bats in the 
lower portion. The arborists first sliced off 
a ‘faceplate’ before using new chainsaw 
techniques to carve habitat chambers into 
the tree  branches and trunk. The final step 
was to reattach the faceplate to protect the 
resident animals which enter the ready-
made homes through custom-designed 
slits and holes.

Birds can still perch on the remaining 
branches while hollow-dependent animals 
such as Crimson Rosellas, Southern 
Boobook Owls, Owlet-nightjars, Eastern 
Rosellas and Chocolate Wattled Bats can 
move into the new hollows. The habitat 
tree came about through a grant from the 
Greater Sydney Local Land Services.

Dogs are now nature’s best friend
A new study has found that dogs can 
greatly aid conservation efforts in finding 
rare species by smelling out their poo. 
Emma Bennett, a Monash University PhD 
candidate, is evaluating the effectiveness 
of a volunteer dog handling program in 
the Great Otway National Park. We think 
that this is a great example of citizen 
science. 

“Dogs have been trained to find 
evidence of the elusive and endangered 
Tiger Quoll by finding where they go to 

Eco twists, tweets 
and turns
KEEPING YOU UP-TO-DATE WITH INTERESTING NEWS 
ABOUT OUR NATURAL WORLD.

 Million dollar view tree change
It’s probably the first time you’ve seen 
a chainsaw featured in the pages of 
 habitat and, this time, it’s a positive story. 
Everglades, a National Trust-owned prop-
erty in the Blue Mountains is now home to 
nesting boxes carved into a dead tree. It’s 
prime real estate for possums, bats, birds 
and other native critters who rely on safe 
havens to survive. 

Arborists using a chainsaw fast-
tracked the natural process in the bush 
when tree hollows are formed by limbs 
dropping from trees, creating a hole in the 
tree trunk or limb. Over time (sometimes 
more than 100 years), these holes become 
larger and eventually form tree hollows.

As Everglades manager Guy McIlraith 
explains, land clearing and urbanisation 
has led to a shortage of hollows across the 
Greater Sydney area, meaning there are 
fewer havens for small animals to shelter, 

The construction of the Everglades habitat tree. Photo: David Hill, Deep Hill Media. 
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Your living legacy
An exceptional gift

What will future generations see as our legacy?  
Will they be awed by the incredible diversity of our living world?  
Will they marvel at the reef, the range and our ancient forests as we do?  
And remember us for shaping a better future where all living things can thrive?

By giving a gift in your will, you can make this your living legacy  —  an exceptional gift indeed. To receive a copy  
of our bequests brochure please contact Upeka Kumarasinghe today at ACF 1800 223 669 or bequests@acf.org.au

the toilet,” says Emma. “Tiger Quolls were 
only rediscovered in 2012 in the Great 
Otway National Park as they’re camera 
shy, and have a home range of about 500 
hectares, so opportunistic sightings are 
rare  —  for humans, at least.” 

By analysing the DNA in the Tiger 
Quolls’ scats you can find information 
about their sex, diet and distribution. The 
other benefit of using the trained dogs 
is that they provide a non-invasive, low 
stress alternative to trapping. 

“What I’m really excited about with 
this program is to demonstrate that 
volunteers who are passionate about 

the environment can actually train their 
dogs on a particular scent, and go out as 
a group of citizens in science and collect 
additional data for scientists that would be 
hard to come by otherwise.”

Ms Bennett hopes the study will raise 
awareness about the role volunteer dog 
handling programs play in conservation 
efforts.

“The results of this study will be essen-
tial in forming guidelines for volunteer 
dog handling programs. While the study is 
focused on dogs detecting the Tiger Quoll, 
it can certainly be expanded to other 
threatened species.”

“The ... benefit of using the 
trained dogs is that they 
provide a non-invasive, low 
stress alternative to trapping”.
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A personal (eco) challenge
ACF MULTIMEDIA DESIGNER, THOMAS KINSMAN,  

WRITES ABOUT HIS DEDICATION TO KEEPING HIS FAMILY TRADITION  
OF CARING FOR BEES ALIVE, FROM THE COUNTRY TO THE CITY.

Thomas Kinsman communing  
with bees in his backyard. 

Photo: Ben Capp Photography. 
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Flight of the bumblebee

Did you know that bees have been pollinating 
plants on our planet for 25 million years? 
Without them, we couldn’t survive.

AS A KID I used to spend hours watching 
bees working. 

There’s a wild beehive in an old 
hollowed out tree at my mum and dad’s 
place. Long heavy honeycombs, extending 
to almost a metre, sag from an opening in 
the trunk. The hive has been there for as 
long as I can remember. Exposed beehives 
like this in nature are a bit of an oddity. 
More often than not, bees will prefer the 
safety and environmental efficiency that 
comes with an enclosed space. But when 
the honeycombs are exposed like that, 
humans are given a free pass to observe 
the bees without physically disrupting 
them. 

I’m now in my fourth decade of life 
but one thing hasn’t changed  —  I’m still 
obsessed with bees. Beekeeping is a very 
rewarding pastime. You’re in nature, 
you’re always learning, it makes for great 
conversation. And there are countless 
kilos of honey to be handed out as gifts 
at Christmas time. But for me, the most 
rewarding part about beekeeping is its 
mental benefits. It allows me to unwind. 
For extended periods of time I have to 
concentrate and remain calm.You see, 
the bees are perceptive. If I’m not calm or 
giving them my full attention, they will let 
me know. It’s all very therapeutic.

So with this in mind, you could say 
I visit roughly 30,000 therapists every 
fortnight or so in one careful inspection of 
a beehive. For the most part this involves 
opening the hive’s lid, puffing out wafts of 
smoke from my smoker, gently lifting out 
each frame, looking at them very closely 
and simply trying to soak up as much 
information as I can. 

The way I do this is by looking for 
changes to the hive since my last visit. 
Have the bees been building straight 
honeycomb across the new frames? Are 
there any parasites? How many more in 
the brood are there? Are there any new 
colours in the pollen stores? Have the bees 
built any queen cells? Where is the queen? 
Is she still laying consistently? How is the 
hive the same? How is it different? Every 
inspection of a hive relies on what you saw 
in your previous inspection. Comparing 
the past to the present. And identifying 
areas where I can help the hive to change 
in the right ways. 

It is my favourite thing to be surprised 
by what has happened to a hive between 
visits. 

Honeybees are amazingly hard work-
ers. It’s not unusual to see long, beauti-
ful shards of white honeycomb literally 
appear overnight.

My father and brother used to keep 
bees in our backyard. Dad learned how 
to keep bees from my Great Grandfather, 
who was an apiarist in Moyston  —  a small 
country town near the Grampians or 
Gariwerd. It’s been in my family for sev-
eral generations, but from what I can tell, 
this isn’t uncommon for many beekeepers.

I remember the first time I put on a 
suit to help my Dad. I was 10 at the time. 
For years I’d been watching carefully 
from a distance as my brother and father 
inspected the hives. I was fascinated by 
the almost ceremonial nature of their 
activity. Dad must have noticed. One day 
he took to satisfying my curiosity and 
invited me to join them. I remember being 
nervous in the moments leading up to our 

inspection. My palms were sweaty and I 
could hardly talk.

And it was for all the obvious reasons. 
I’d always been interested in bees but the 
threat of stings was real. I’d already stood 
barefoot on more than my fair share of 
bees while kicking the footy in the crab-
grass out the back. 

Once dad took the lid off the hive, the 
magnetism of observing the bees stole 
my attention. I forgot I was anxious. And 
that’s how it still goes really. There’s so 
much to see and look for while beekeep-
ing, my anxious thoughts disappear. 

A lot has changed since I was first 
bitten by the beekeeping bug (or more 
correctly, ‘stung’). 

At least 66 generations of worker bees 
must have come and gone from the wild 
hive at our old house. My Dad is too old 
to keep bees now but he is always interest-
ed to hear how the hives at my place are 
going. 

At 33 I’m just as curious about bees 
as I was when I was 10. I think that the 
simple fact a hive never stays the same is 
what fuels my curiosity. The rewards of 
beekeeping are typically immaterial and 
limitless. With every observed change the 
hive undergoes, you learn something new. 
Ultimately, you change yourself along 
with your environment.

Honeybees are amazingly 
hard workers, and it’s not 
unusual to see long, beautiful 
shards of white honeycomb 
literally appear overnight.
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