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OFF held  its  60th Anniversary  Dinner  at  Gardens  on  Forest on  14  May  2015
attended by 50 Society members and some invited guests.  In his address to the
gathering,  the  incumbent  President,  Graham  Lalchere,  spoke  of  the  long  and
successful history of the Society and referred to some of the issues OFF is involved
in currently. He noted that over OFF’s 60 years its areas of interests have been
quite  extensive  but  the  primary  aims  have  always been to  stimulate  interest  in
Australian  flora and fauna,  foster an understanding of the need to  conserve the
natural  environment,  cooperate  with  other  organisations  in  protecting  the
environment  and lobbying at  all  levels  of  government  for  better  environmental
outcomes. At the same function, Julian Sheen in his Occasional Address noted that
OFF  “is  a  strong  society  ready  to  continue  the  guardianship  of  our  natural
environment; as we work to sustain our bushland, we also sustain ourselves. The
need is apparent and people have proved over the generations to be ready for the
task”. 

Although thankfully  we don’t  have many of the major  issues of the past,  OFF
continues to be involved in a number of local and non-local issues. 

The Society was founded in 1955 with a core interest in protecting Oatley Park and
it  still  lobbies  for  proper  Council  management.  A  special  Oatley  Park
Commemorative Issue of OFF News celebrating 120 years of the Park was printed
in May 2008. 

Pressure was placed on Hurstville City Council to review the Oatley Park Plan of
Management  (2004)  and  a  Society  sub-committee  prepared  a  report  on  steps
needed to achieve effective long-term management of bushland and reduce bushfire
risks  in  the  Park.  A  delegation  led  by  Shaun  Keays-Byrne  met  with  Council

officers  to  discuss  the
plan’s future. In October
2012,  the  Society  called
for  the  Park  to  be
renamed  Oatley
Bushland  Park  in
recognition of its unique
history  and  natural
features. 



In keeping with the Society’s  strong educational  role  in  the Park over the past
years, OFF has supported spring flower walks led by Alan Fairley, encouraged the
formation of a bush care group and helped with a Bushcare Major Day Out in the
Park.  Reports  of  unusual  sightings  of fauna were noted on the Society  website
(such as, Swamp Wallabies, Osprey and Dolphins). Debbie Andrew conducted a
number of spotlighting walks in the Park which were well attended. 

In June 2013, a new Birds of Oatley Park coloured brochure was released, followed
by brochures on Native Plants of the Park and Walking Tracks in the Park. These
were funded by Hurstville Council, Oatley RSL and the NSW Government through
MP Mark Coure’s office. The 3 brochures were prepared by Alan Fairley and have
become an important publicity source for both the Park and the Society. 

Tree management and preservation  continues  to  be an issue,  with the Society
lobbying  and  complaining  to  the  Councils  on  a  regular  basis  over  excessive,
unnecessary  or  illegal  tree  removal.  OFF  representatives
attended  the  HCC  Tree  Management  Working  Party  in
September 2007, but the council seemed reluctant to call regular
meetings  and  unwilling  to  take  advice  from  community
members.  Regular  articles  appeared  in  OFF News  expressing
surprise and concern at how many trees were being approved by
Council for removal especially from new housing developments. 

On one occasion in 2006, when a large smooth-barked apple was
threatened in the gardens of Oatley Parade, OFF members had an
on-site  meeting  with  officers  of  Kogarah  Council  in  an
endeavour  to  suggest  alternatives  to  removal,  but  the  Council
determined  to  cut  down  the  tree,  suggesting  a  lack  of
commitment  to  the  environment  when  faced  with  difficult
decisions.  Sharyn Cullis was particularly active in calling for the
recognition  of  the  value  of  trees  in  the  community  and  for
Councils  to  annually  audit  and  report  on  tree  loss  and
replacement in the suburbs. 



A contentious local issue was (and still is) the fate of the  Oatley Bowling Club
site. The problem is that after its closure, the club became derelict and vandalised.
Despite being zoned as part of Myles Dunphy Reserve, Hurstville Council wanted
to  excise  the  club  grounds  from the  Reserve  and lease  out  the  land  to  private
enterprise for a nursing home or seniors housing. OFF’s position from its initial
contact with HCC in 2006 was that the bowling club site must be retained in the
present open space/recreation zoning (6A Zoning), that no activity should be taken
that would threaten or damage the surrounding bushland and that there must be
consultation with the local community on its future.   In 2009, Council engaged a
consultant  to  undertake  discussions  with  the  community.  OFF  representatives
attended  a  disappointing  Council  meeting  on  25  June  2009  and  a  Public
Consultation meeting on 19 September 2009. A HCC meeting of 22 September
2010 agreed that Council apply to rezone the land to permit seniors housing and
that  this  include  community  meeting  facilities  and a  community  garden.  Seven
Councillors voted against the motion. By the end of 2015 no action had been taken
but  Council’s  primary  concern  appears  to  be  the  raising  of  money  and  not
conservation of this significant part of Myles Dunphy Reserve. 

Streamwatch and River Health Monitoring are recent forms of “citizen science”
adopted by a number of OFF members. A group of about 10 OFF members have
been monitoring water quality on a monthly basis in Myles Dunphy Reserve in
Oatley West since April 2009 (the program is run by the Australian Museum). As
well as continuing to monitor at Myles Dunphy Reserve, the group decide in 2011
to monitor Dairy Creek that runs into Lime Kiln Bay. Since 2009 this group has
also participated in a twice yearly River Health macro invertebrate study of the two
creeks. This program, run by the Georges River Combined Council, has provided a
valuable tool to be used by councils in the Georges River catchment in targeting
areas  where work needs  to  be done.  This  group has  observed that  storm water
pollution  is  the  most  prevalent;  plastics,  polystyrene  and  oily  wastes  are  often
present as visual indicators of poor water quality. The streams have the high levels
of nutrient and electrical conductivity associated with both chemical and organic

contamination from urban runoff.



Sewer overflows in wet weather have been a major issue for the Society. In March
2012 due to Sydney Water equipment failure there was a major sewage spill on 8
tonnes  of  concentrated  sewage  discharged  at  Dairy  Creek  into  Lime  Kiln  Bay
Wetland.  A long  and costly  clean  up  was  done by  Sydney Water.  During  the
community  consultation  initiated  by Sydney Water,  members  of OFF and local
residents voiced their concerns that wet weather overflows into the wetlands was
unacceptable. This resulted in work undertaken in late 2014 to increase the holding
capacity  of  the  pipe  carrying  sewer  waste  to  Malabar.  However,  wet  weather
overflows continue at Myles Dunphy Reserve and Poulton Park. Members of OFF
and residents  continue to  monitor  and publicise  sewer overflows and cooperate
with Sydney Water in working towards reducing overflows throughout the Georges
River catchment.  

OFF has  had  a  long  involvement  in  Lime  Kiln  Bay
Wetland, having proposed it in 1983. This involvement
continues today with a Community Awareness Project
funded  by  a  grant  from  the  NSW  Environment
Minister’s Conservation Fund. A Society sub-committee
headed  by  Kim  Wagstaff   has  conducted  awareness
interviews  at  Mortdale  shopping  centre,  prepared  a
coloured  brochure  on  why  the  wetland  is  important
(2015), which was letterboxed to 6000 residents of the
catchment,  placed  stencilled  messages  on  drains  to
indicate flow and conducted guided walks around Lime
Kiln Bay to educate the community. OFF has urged the
Council to regularly clean out the Gross Pollutant Trap
on Dairy  Creek and the  wetland sedimentation  ponds
and  have  also  expressed  its  displeasure  with  HCC’s
dumping of contaminated dredged silt from the ponds at
Frogs Hollow in Oatley Park. 

A  new  threat  to  the  Georges  River  Basin  arose  in  2009  when  BHP  Billiton
announced plans for  long wall mining of coal under a vast area of Illawarra and
upper  Georges  River
catchment.  This  would
have  an  impact  on  47
streams and 55 up-land
swamps.  In  the  past,
known  effects  of  such
long  wall  mining  have
included  riverbed
cracking,  water
pollution,  water  loss,
methane  gas  emissions,
gas  bubbling  and  iron
staining in the pools that
remain.  The  Peabody



Mine at Helensburgh is to have 25 long walls and the BHP proposal is to have
more than 130. These are a major threat to wild areas and water catchments in
Sydney’s South. 

OFF responded by a public submission to the Department of Planning objecting to
the plan and a campaign organised by Sharyn Cullis encouraged OFF members to
write to politicians and other decision makers. Sharyn, in her capacity as Secretary
of Georges River Environmental Alliance,  noted in November 2010 that a large
number of  submissions  were  made opposing the  undermining of  the  river.  She
added that a coalition of groups also opposed the undermining of Dharawal and
were writing to the Minister for the Environment to ask that this area be declared a
National Park. This pressure came to a positive result when in 2012 6500 hectares
was  dedicated  as  Dharawal  National  Park  (with  the  support  and  assistance  of
Oatley MP Mark Coure).   In November 2013, the extent  of the long wall  coal
problem was  highlighted  by  a  very  informative  and  alarming  talk  at  the  OFF
meeting  by  Dr  Ann Young,  and  again  by  Dr  Ian  Wright  at  the  October  2015
meeting. The issue is ongoing and unresolved. 

A number of long-term OFF members died during the decade.
All left a lasting legacy with the Society.

Norm Tonkin, died 16 June 2007.  Norm was a member of
the Society since 1968 and his technical background added
considerable weight to many OFF submissions. He and his
wife Winn owned Smiggins Chalet and made it available to
the  Society  for  annual  January  visits.  They  also  owned
“Scottsdale”,  a  1,300  hectare  property  in  southern  NSW
which was acquired by the Bush Heritage Fund. 

Dr Fred Bell, died 22 July 2009. Fred was an active member
of the Society, serving on the committee, Vice President for
two years and editor of  OFF News for four years. He was a
lecturer  in  environmental  science  at  Uni  of  NSW  and  an
environmental consultant. As such he was a great source of
knowledge on issues confronting the Society and often gave
talks to Society meetings.  His depth of experience,  energy
and commitment were without equal. 

Harry Whaite, died February 2011. Harry joined the Society
in the early 1950s when he first moved to Oatley. He was a
passionate bushwalker and conservationist and explored parts
of the Blue Labyrinth where there is a mountain named after
him. He was a knowledgeable and popular walks leader and
active in many community organisations.  He served on the
committee for 29 years and was Hon. Treasurer for 21 years.

June Underwood,  died July 2012, and Keith Underwood,
died 17 January 2013. June was Hon. Secretary from 1983-
84,  and  committee  member  in  1985-86.  Keith  was  Hon
Secretary from 1988-93. Both contributed significantly to the
Society. 



Graham Austin, died 15 November 2013. Graham joined the
Society in 1975 and, with his wife Janet, served OFF for 38
years,  including  being  on  the  committee  for  eleven  years,
with four  as  Vice President.  He was involved in  Clean-up
Australia Day and the planning processes for Moore Reserve
and Port Botany. He played a significant role in having the
old Como Bridge opened as a walkway in 1985; he   led a
well-attended walk over the bridge a few months before his
death. 

Val Boyan, died 11 June 2014. Val was a valuable and active
member of OFF for 45 years. She served on the committee
for 33 years, was Field Officer for 12 years and President in
1989-90.  She  is  remembered  for  her  untiring  work  raising
money for the President’s Fund as well as her assistance at
meeting nights. 

The  Society’s  website,  (www.off.oatleypark.com)  managed  and  updated  by
Melina Amerasinghe, continues to grow in scope and importance. In October 2010
it underwent a revamp to include new sections on local reserves, Stream Watch and
photos  and  reports  on  OFF  activities.  In  addition  to  photographs  and  Society
reports, it contains a lot of background information on environmental issues both
local and beyond. It now has a Facebook component. The website is an important
informative and educational tool for the Society and is being accessed by not only
Society members but also by the broader public and school students. 

OFF News,  printed 11 times a year,  remains a major source of information for
members.  John  Davoren  has  been  Editor  for  eight  years  (2008-2015).  Most
members now receive it online through the Society’s website. 

At the end of 2012, the Society commissioned a new logo – a magpie head set 
against a flannel flower. It was designed by local graphic artist Tim James and first 
used on OFF News in November 2012.lso 

Over the years, OFF has been involved with or made  submissions on
numerous local and environmental issues. In 2007, members Alan Fairley
and Matt Allison spent time at Peakhurst West Public School where they
helped  establish  native  gardens  using  funds  purchased  through  a
Hurstville  Council  grant.  In  2011,  OFF helped  run  a  Getting  Greener
project for the Lower Georges River Sustainability Initiative, with Birds
in Backyards workshops and bird walks in local parks. OFF is affiliated

http://www.off.oatleypark.com/


with Better Planning Network, founded in 2012 in response to the NSW
Government’s controversial planning reforms. We have liaised with our
local Federal MP, David Coleman, on Green Army work in Lime Kiln
Bay and elsewhere. Coal Seam Gas was another issue, highlighted by a
talk  in  June  2014  attended  by  80  visitors  and  members  given  by
environmental  campaigner  Nell  Schofield.  There  were  a  number  of
submissions  and  talks  on  Climate  Change,  Biodiversity,  Sustainable
Living and Energy Reduction. To highlight our commitment to the wider
conservation  cause,  each  year  the  Society  donates  about  $3000 to  10
other environmental groups.

Regular events continued, including a stall at the annual Oatley Lions Festival, a
stall  at  the  Australia  Day  celebrations  in  Oatley  Park,  pre-Christmas  picnic  in

Oatley  Park,  annual
dinner  for  members,
volunteers  for  Clean Up
Australia  Day  divided
between  sites  in
Hurstville  and  Kogarah
LGA  and  a  summer
break  in  the  Snowy
Mountains. 

Also  continuing  successfully  are  the  monthly  meetings,  with  expert  speakers
frequently  on  key  environmental  topics.  Recent  highlights  have  included  Chris
Lloyd on Powerful Owls, Michael Mobbs on sustainable houses and Dr Tom Grant
on the platypus.   

Continuing also are the monthly weekend outings. These vary from challenging
bushwalks to easier activities to cater for an aging membership. In this latter group
there have been trips to Mt Annan Botanic Gardens, spotlighting in Royal National
Park,  a  Hawkesbury  boat  cruise,  Sydney  Observatory  visit  and  inspections  of
recycling operations. 



Two important decisions were made by the committee towards the end of
2015.

 It was decided to hold monthly meetings at the Oatley RSL Club, breaking a
29 year association with the Uniting Church Hall, Frederick and Letitia St,
Oatley.  It was considered that the acoustics, sounds system, projector and
comfort at the RSL were superior.

 The committee  moved to have a  thorough review of  OFF procedures  to
assess their  effectiveness  with sub-committees  focusing on such areas  as
communication,  membership,  promotion,  finances,  meetings  and  field
events. Members would be encouraged to take part.

OFF  ends  2015  on  an  up-beat  note  with  membership  hovering  around  300,
attendance at the October meeting at 53, November’s talk by Dr Arthur White on
Ghost Bats at 60, October Sydney Harbour walk at 31 and November boat cruise at
30. It received an Environmental Achievement Award on 12 November 2015 at the
St George Community Awards conducted by MP Mark Coure. The Society must be
doing something good to last for 60 years, but it must not be complacent. As the
past-President Julian Sheen noted in his Address on 4 February 2013:
“Many  a  Bowling  Club  and  Progress  Association,  having  been  sure  of  their
relevance, now find themselves disbanded. We should never assume we would not
suffer the same fate. Our changing demographic may challenge our relevance; we
must be adaptable while holding strong to our core values.”

Commitment and enthusiasm from members, and an abiding belief in conservation
and  living  in  harmony  with  nature,  will  be  needed  to  face  the  environmental
challenges of the 21st century.  



COMMITTEE 2006 -2015
President Vice President Hon Secretary Hon Treasurer

2006 Jan Douglas Alan Fairley & 
Julian Sheen

Faye Coughlan Lesley Wylie

2007 Julian Sheen Alan Fairley & 
Jan Douglas

Faye Coughlan Lesley Wylie

2008 Julian Sheen Alan Fairley & 
Graham Austin

Faye Coughlan Lesley Wylie

2009 Julian Sheen Alan Fairley & 
Graham Austin

Liz Cameron Lesley Wylie

2010 Julian Sheen Alan Fairley & 
Graham Austin

Liz Cameron Lesley Wylie

2011 Julian Sheen Alan Fairley & 
Graham Austin

Liz Cameron Lesley Wylie

2012 Julian Sheen Alan Fairley &
Graham Lalchere

Liz Cameron Lesley Wylie

2013 Graham Lalchere Alan Fairley & Graham Fry Liz Cameron Rodger 
Robertson

2014 Graham Lalchere Alan Fairley & Graham Fry Liz Cameron Rodger 
Robertson

2015 Graham Lalchere Alan Fairley &  Graham Fry Liz Cameron Rodger 
Robertson



Editor Program Officer Field Officer Other

2006 Fred Bell Melina Amerasinghe Janet Austin Graham Austin, Robin Dickson, 
Matt Allison, Lesley Cox, David 
Koffel, John Watters

2007 Fred Bell Melina Amerasinghe Janet Austin Graham Austin, Robin Dickson, 
Liz Cameron, Lesley Cox, 
Graham Lalchere, Yvonne Penn

2008 John Davoren Melina Amerasinghe Janet Austin Matt Allison, Robin Dickson, 
Fred Bell, Liz Cameron,
Jan Douglas, Graham Lalchere, 
Judith Malcolm

2009 John Davoren Melina Amerasinghe Janet Austin Matt Allison, Robin Dickson, 
Fred Bell, Jason Cockayne,
Faye Coughlan, Alison Gilroy, 
Graham Lalchere, 

2010 John Davoren Melina Amerasinghe Alison Gilroy Matt Allison, Robin Dickson, 
Janet Austin, Greg Clifford, 
Jason Cockayne, Faye Coughlan,
Graham Lalchere

2011 John Davoren Matt Allison Alison Gilroy Robin Dickson, Melina 
Amerasinghe, Graham Lalchere, 
Janet Austin, Greg Clifford, 
Jason Cockayne, 

2012 John Davoren Matt Allison Alison Gilroy Robin Dickson, Melina 
Amerasinghe,  Anne Miehs, 
Graham Fry, Jason Cockayne,  
Sue Howard, Rodger Robertson

2013 John Davoren Matt Allison Alison Gilroy Robin Dickson, Melina 
Amerasinghe, Graham Austin, 
Julian Sheen, Shaun Keays-
Byrne, Jason Cockayne, Sue 
Howard

2014 John Davoren Matt Allison Graham Fry Robin Dickson, Melina 
Amerasinghe, Alison Gilroy, 
Julian Sheen, Jason Cockayne, 
Shaun Keays-Byrne, Sue 
Howard, Kim Wagstaff

2015 John Davoren Matt Allison Graham Fry Robin Dickson, Melina 
Amerasinghe, Julian Sheen, Sue 
Howard. Shaun Keays-Byrne, 
Kim Wagstaff, Vicki Bolling, 
Peter de Beuzeville


