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Glenrock

Glenrock is a small miracle.  A 500ha nature reserve 10 minutes drive from the centre of a major industrial city.  Formerly site of a copper smelter, a large coalmine, a farm, now it houses the city’s sewage works.  Ringed on three sides by suburban housing.  Infested by 75 weed species, criss-crossed by poorly maintained and stormwater eroded tracks.  

And yet…

(PP2
—Glenrock from hang-glider pad)

Stand on the hang-glider point off Hickson St in Merewether, the city at your back. Look south over rolling surf, long yellow-sand beaches, bush-covered gullies and headlands.  Before you are a dozen vegetation communities, including bluegum forest, dry forest, paperbark forest, dune scrub, coastal heath, coastal grassland and littoral rainforest.   Eight of these twelve communities are listed as nationally significant, two are endangered.  Glenrock is one of the five most floristically diverse conservation reserves in the Sydney Basin, a geographical formation 350kms long and 100kms wide, stretching from Bateman’s Bay to Port Stephens. (NPWS 2009, 6, 12-15)  


(PP3—Map of beach/heath/forest circuit)

Glenrock is also rich in native fauna. 140 bird species, including nine endangered species, have been recorded in or near the park, as have many species of reptiles. While larger animals like the eastern grey kangaroo and the swamp wallaby have not been seen in Glenrock since the late 1890’s, many smaller mammals remain, including the short beaked echidna, the long nosed bandicoot, the brown antechinus, the common dunnart and various species of bats or gliders.  Habitat decay and feral and domestic animals threaten all these species. (Ibid 15-17)

The tightly packed ancient Permian sediments laid down 200—250 million years ago along a small patch of coast generated Glenrock’s biodiversity.  Geology also shaped human use of the land.  The indigenous Awabakal used the area’s prolific chert to make tools, many of which they traded.  Europeans mined the area’s seven coal seams for over a century.   (Ibid 12-13)

Now take the steep track down to Burwood Beach. Walking the short track from Hickson St to the hang-glider pad you would have noticed that the eucalypts, wattles and melaleucas were taller than you. Going down the steep slope to the beach shrubs grow progressively shorter and soon give way to a mat of kangaroo grass and a variety of stunted shrubs.  This heath is one of Glenrock’s gems.  Look closely at these plants.  They are the same species as the ones you’ve seen up on the ridge.  But now, wind-stunted, they are extraordinary miniature reproductions of their bigger cousins.

Walk south along the beach.  You will notice jagged pieces of rusty rail in the sand dunes immediately to your right. These are the remains of the coal railway that ran from what is now The Junction to Burwood Colliery on the southern shore of Glenrock Lagoon.  This railway, and a road tunnel constructed earlier, serviced mines that operated in and near Glenrock from the 1840’s until the 1970’s. (Ibid 21-25)

About half way along Burwood Beach you will cross a creek running into the sea.  Not far past this creek, turn inland. Walk over the dune, up through wattle scrub.  You will come to a small grassy clearing scattered with coal and old red brick fragments. These are what remains of the copper smelter built by James Mitchell, colonial doctor and businessman, first European owner of 900 acres encompassing what is now Glenrock State Conservation Area and the suburb of Merewether.  The smelter was a substantial structure:

a two storey building, 130 by 32 foot, with a shingled roof, [it] housed two offices, an assay furnace, a large storeroom  and two dwellings...[N]earby stood the large shed, 50 by 28 foot which sheltered one calcining furnace, two melting furnaces, a refining furnace and a roasting furnace which was never completed. There was (sic) also... Blacksmiths and carpenters shops...a managers house, a labourers’ hut and four three roomed workman’s cottages, stables for six horses and a harness room.  

The smelter was never successful and operated intermittently from 1851 to 1872.  Some of its cottages were occupied until the 1890’s and the smelter itself was finally dismantled in 1913, leaving the copper slag and brick fragments that survive to this day. (Ibid 23)

Walking across this grassy patch you will come across a track leading inland.  This passes through more of the stunted heathland you encountered earlier.  This patch of heath is more substantial. Stand and look at it. Notice the tiny melaleucas, banksias, pimeleas and eucalypts. This is a unique assembly of plants, found nowhere else in the world.  It is threatened by bitou bush invasion, and by the tracks that criss-cross it, eroding its borders. One Sunday morning a few years ago forty volunteers, including teenage Sydney Scouts and ageing local cyclists, beat back some of the noxious South African saltbush, giving the heath a temporary stay of execution.  Its existence remains precarious, yet it would not take much to secure its future.

Moving west across the heath, the rough path gives way to the better-formed Bailey’s fire trail, named for the family that once farmed 27ha of land in the north-west corner of the park. In the 1980’s the Baileys tried to sell 7ha of this land for residential development. The Newcastle City Council administrator approved their proposal in 1987.  But public pressure forced the state government to buy the land and include it in Glenrock reserve.  (Edmonds et al 2002, 75) 

Beyond the heath the track enters coastal scrub that soon gives way to a beautiful forest of spotted gums (Corymbia maculata). (For more on this lovely eucalypt, see What was here? What is here? downloadable from the Merewether Landcare website: www.merewetherlandcare.com.au). This forest, like much of Glenrock, is choked with bitou bush.  But volunteers cleared a large patch of the weed in 2004.  The under-storey of native shrubs has now regrown and on the western side of the track the forest looks much as it must have before white settlement, while on the seaward side a long creek-like gouge in the earth is a remnant of mining activity. 

An electricity pylon easement marks the end of this section of the park.  The trail now enters a patch of dry eucalypt forest then a small patch of rainforest.  The echoing call of bell miners greets you here.  Sadly, a condition called ‘Bell Miner Associated Dieback’ is destroying the very habitat that sustains these birds.  The process is complex and so far incompletely understood:

European settlement, mining and associated activities, utility development and past recreational activities have removed significant areas of [Glenrock’s] native vegetation and fragmented what remains, particularly in the north of the park. 

Just as damaging, but less obvious are the effects of stormwater and erosion, altered fire regimes and urban encroachment. [Native] vegetation… [is] under increasing threat from these impacts and competition due to the invasion of weed species.  

Bell Miner Associated Dieback provides an illustration of such effects on relatively intact ecosystems. [It] occurs in several locations throughout the park. While research into this phenomenon is in its infancy it appears to be linked to increased nutrient levels in the soil, a history of disturbance, altered fire regimes and the presence of lantana.  (NPWS op.cit. 15)

Coming out the rainforest the track enters a second electricity easement.  The track goes up this easement for a hundred metres or so then takes a right turn into another patch of eucalypt forest.  The track climbs up through this forest to the ridge and then runs eastwards parallel to Scenic Drive for a few hundred metres, ending where Yule Rd and the sewage farm road meet Scenic Drive.  This section of track runs through one of the loveliest parts of the park.  The ground is covered with Themeda australis—Kangaroo Grass—another threatened species, and dotted with shrubs and trees, most notably the stunning Angophora costata—Sydney Red Gum— with its vermillion bark. Walking this section any time of year is a joy.  Each visit reveals a new treasure—a shrub or wildflower in bloom, and the angophoras seen in a particular light.  (PP 4, 5, 6)

The track now slopes down to the junction of Scenic Drive, Yule Rd and the entrance to the sewerage treatment works. The walk has taken about an hour.  

How has this large tract of bush survived, in a 200-year old industrial city?  Paradoxically, partly because the mining of Glenrock meant that it was not used for residential or other development. But Glenrock’s existence is also due to enlightened community action.

 Originally Awabakal land, Glenrock became part of the 900 acre Burwood Estate, purchased in 1835 by James Mitchell.   Mitchell opened an underground coal mine, Burwood, on the south-western bank of Glenrock Lagoon in 1851, the same year he built the copper smelter.  Mitchell also commissioned the construction of Australia’s first road tunnel through Merewether ridge, to carry coal to The Junction and then Newcastle port.

In 1894 EC Merewether, who married Mitchell’s daughter, sold Burwood Colliery to the Scottish Australian Mining Company, which in turn sold the mine to BHP in 1932.  The Burwood Colliery closed in 1944 but some mining activity continued in Glenrock until the 1970’s [check].

In 1932 the Newcastle Scouting movement was granted a 99-year lease on 100 acres of land on the southern bank of Glenrock Lagoon.  In 1941 Lake Macquarie Council ceded control of 280 acres of land around the lagoon to Newcastle Council. Newcastle Mayor Young said he hoped that the land would ultimately become a national park.  In the 1950’s and 1960’s community organizations lobbied for this to happen. 

 In the 1950’s, the Newcastle town planning authority, Northumberland County Council, saw Glenrock as forming part of Newcastle’s green belt. Local councils did not support this concept.  However, Lake Macquarie Council did set aside 89 ha of Crown Land as a recreation and native flora reserve which it named Flaggy Creek Reserve.  The rest of the area was zoned for special uses (water board, defence), open space or non-urban land. In 1980 a planning study recommended the area be gazetted a ‘major recreation area’. 

In the 1970’s and early 1980’s various developments were proposed for the area: a major coal loader at Burwood Beach, housing on the southern side of Merewether Ridge and a beach resort ‘which would include a scenic monorail and toboggan slide thrill ride’ and would, its proponents John and Robert Caldwell hoped, attract 200,000 visitors a year.  Local residents formed the Merewether Coastal Protection Group to oppose these proposals.  In 1982-3 members of the Newcastle Flora and Fauna Society researched and wrote a natural history of the area.  This survey established the richness and vulnerability of the area’s flora and fauna, as well as its historical and recreational significance.  It listed 10 pages of native plants and 4 pages of animals and birds. (NPWS 1983)

This survey and determined local lobbying persuaded state environment and planning minister Carr to announce on March 29 1985 that the area would be preserved as the Glenrock State Recreation Area.  But the struggle to conserve the area was not over, and continues to this day.  In late 1985 work on an ocean sewage outfall tunnel polluted Burwood Beach wetlands and bulldozed a major sand dune.  In May 1986 Rutile and Zircon Mines (Newcastle) applied for a license to mine 51ha of Burwood Beach.  At the same time the Water Board proposed keeping its Glenrock quarry open for a further 30 years. The formal gazettal of Glenrock was delayed for years while the myriad uncharted mine tunnels and shafts in the area were identified and made safe.  Rotarians and others cleared hundreds of cars and tons of commercial and domestic rubbish illegally dumped in Glenrock.   

Community groups determinedly dealt with these problems.  At the same time they continued to lobby for the formal declaration of Glenrock conservation reserve, securing the gazettal of its core 150ha in July 1986.  Thanks also to the persistent efforts of community groups, additional parcels of land were added to the park until in 1999 it reached its present area of 500 ha.   

(Data for this section are drawn from NFFPS 1983 2-5, 14-15, 18ff; Edmonds 2002 op. cit. 71-76; NH 24 1 85, 13 4 85 p7, 14 4 86, 1 5 86 p1, 7 5 86, 10 5 86 p9) 

Bush Campus

Newcastle University moved from its inner-city Tighes Hill site to its current 130ha Callaghan campus in 1966.  When the new campus was established in the early 1960’s open eucalypt forest still covered most of it.  There was also remnant native rainforest in the large creek gully that bisected the campus. Like Glenrock and many other Newcastle green spaces, Callaghan had escaped heavy development.  Its consecutive owners—the Platt family, the Australian Agricultural Company and BHP—had intended to develop coalmines at Callaghan but had never done so.  Some of the forest had been felled for pit props and other mine timbers and during the 1930’s depression squatters had cleared some of the land for small scale farming, but that was the extent of development. 

PP7—Campus Plan 1992

The campus map shows two clusters of buildings encircled by a ring road.  The left-hand cluster comprises the original university buildings; the right-hand cluster comprises the buildings of the former Hunter Institute of Higher Education, amalgamated with the university in 1989.   The two clusters are separated by a forested creek gully.  There is also a substantial dry eucalypt forest on the northern campus perimeter, and a wetland on the northern edge.  

Today there is no such thing as a fully natural landscape anywhere in the world. Even a wilderness excluding humans is declared to be so by humans.  So the question we can pose about any landscape is: How well has it been humanly made and managed?  For the Newcastle campus the short answer are:

· Well planned and designed

· Well-managed for the first forty years

· Poorly managed since 2005

The creation of the Callaghan campus occurred in conjunction with a growing Australian interest in using native plants in domestic gardens and public landscaping. The original University Planners, E.C. Parker (1966-?) and Don Morris (1963[?]-1988), were committed to the idea of a bush campus.  Morris in particular had a deep love of native plants and frequently intervened to ensure that building construction had a minimal impact on native flora.  This commitment was carried on by later ground staff, most notably Philip Pollard, Head of Planning and Estates (1992-2005) and Mim Woodlands, Bush Regeneration Officer (1993-2005).

PP 8, 9, 10—Around Auchmuty

A walk around the campus and photos accompanying this paper show the retention of original native flora—large eucalypts in particular— and the effective use of native plants in landscaping.  The overall impression is of buildings in a park.  The tall stems and fine foliage of the eucalypts frame and soften the functional, rather stark, university buildings. The library surrounds are particularly attractive, with walkways through ferns, palms and other rainforest species.  The view from the pedestrian bridge spanning the gully between the library and the engineering building is also lovely, looking down as it does on the “dark green glossy leaves” of rainforest trees, including Ficus coronata (Sandpaper Fig), Alphitonia excelsa (Red Ash) and Cryptocarya glauscescens (Jackwood) (McDonald 1994, 17). 

This beautiful landscape, so different from the usual university campus—crammed with buildings, bare of foliage—was made by people. And can be unmade. 

Kevin McDonald is a local environmentalist. He taught environmental education for many years at Newcastle teachers college and then the university.  He was also very active in community affairs.  As editor of the Newcastle Flora and Fauna Society Journal, Hunter Natural History, Kevin played a leading role in collecting and disseminating data on Newcastle’s significant yet vulnerable bushland.  He is one of a small number of people we can thank for the creation of our major nature reserves: Awabakal, Glenrock, Blackbutt, the Wetlands Centre.  He was instrumental in conserving a substantial area of bush near the old teachers college and turning it into a teaching resource. (McDonald 1973)  He was also the major author and editor of the definitive account of the ecology and history of the bush campus (McDonald 1994).

In July 2008 Councillor Ian McKenzie proposed that Newcastle City Council investigate the merits of nominating the University of Newcastle campus and buildings for National Heritage listing.  The Council deferred voting on Cr McKenzie’s proposal and invited the university’s vice-chancellor, Professor Nicholas Saunders, to speak at its next monthly meeting.  Professor Saunders replied that due to lack of notice he could not attend and instead suggested that he meet councillors on campus. At the council meeting several days later Cr McKenzie showed a DVD in which four leading architects, some of whom had designed UN buildings, strongly criticised the campus masterplan.  

DVD excerpt

At the same meeting Kevin McDonald read a prepared statement.  He began by acknowledging the vision and contribution of the original campus planners.  He then explained how the vision had been realised through the “innovative catchment management and bushland regeneration” implemented by Phillip Pollard and Mim Woodlands.  This was a “landsoft” approach, involving “the construction and management of gentle ridge and swale mulched moundings, …the planting of thousands of Australian ground cover plants, shrubs and trees”.  These works captured and retained rainwater, thus minimising erosion.  Costly and high maintenance lawn areas were “restricted to small areas created as ‘outdoor rooms’ and meeting places near…the library, student union and cafeteria..”.  Selective weeding, densely planted native grasses, groundcovers and shrubs, deep mulches of eucalypt chips and mounding suppressed weeds and channelled storm water runoff.

The university appointed its current vice-chancellor in 2005 (?).  Late that year Mim Woodlands and Phillip Pollard resigned.  “From that point onwards”, notes McDonald, the university moved away from its forty year tradition of ecologically sound campus management. Selective weed management was abandoned and weeds rapidly reinvaded the campus. The university authorities responded by using machinery to clear weeds, indiscriminately removing native shrubs, mulch, mounds and storm water flow paths and as they did so.  

McDonald believes that this “slash and burn” approach to landscape management reflects both reduced facilities management capacity and a changed aesthetic.  “There is an evident body of opinion [in the university administration] that mowed grass areas would be preferable to ‘untidy’ stands of indigenous shrubs and trees.” 

A visit to the campus in early May 2009 confirmed Kevin McDonald’s concerns.  Brush cutters had removed native grasses from mounds in carparks and near pedestrian thoroughfares.  Exotic grasses and other weeds were reinvading these mounds and bushland and landscaped areas near buildings.  (See accompanying PowerPoint slides.)

PP 11—16: Staff House, Birabahn landscaping, weed regrowth, Swales with Lomandra, Swales with exotic grasses, Properly denuded mounds

Mckenzie and McDonald’s intervention had been prompted by the publication of a new university Strategic Plan in 2007 and an implementation plan a year later. 

The 2007—20011 Strategic Plan begins by noting the global and competitive character of the higher education market.  (NUa, 5) It sets various priorities and targets and foreshadows the development of eight implementation plans, including one relating to university resources and infrastructure.  The ‘masterplan’ for the university’s physical development was released for discussion in late September 2008.  Rumours and press reports about it had surfaced in previous weeks.  The plan proposed better integrating the sprawling campus by consolidating its educational precincts and creating a more distinct centre linked to other parts of the university by two major roads, walkways and cycleways.  Figure 1 represents the new campus plan.

PP 17—Campus Plan 2008

While acknowledging that the natural environment of the campus is “very important…and…is perceived as a high performance item”, the plan reported student and police concern about lack of security (revealed in subsequent discussion to be anxiety about the possibility of bush harbouring prowlers).  The plan also maintained that “excess vegetation currently prevent[ed] visual connection between …key public buildings…The topography and bushland gully limits physical growth to the east and compromises adequate connections to other parts of the campus”.   It further argued that “pedestrian circulation within the campus lack[ed] hierarchy, continuity and legibility. The lack of a direct pedestrian network and abundance of meandering paths—with site lines blocked by vegetation—creates extreme difficulty in wayfinding”.   The plan also identified a number of “development sites” on the campus that had been selected for their capacity to “add vibrancy and invigorate areas of the campus with new activities, consolidate existing precincts, facilitate connecting corridors between precincts, preserve bushland [emphasis added], and free up land for future development”.  

Two more of the plan’s proposals are relevant to the future of the bush campus.  One is the creation of an interpretive bushland walk.  This will start in the gully between the eastern and western campus hubs and continue into the large area of bush on the northern section of the campus.  The masterplan conceives the walk in the following way:

Character

· The Interpretive Bushland Walk aims to provide a journey for relaxation, contemplation, exploration and engagement with the unique natural environment of the campus

Contribution to the campus

· Creates a more meaningful way to appreciate and engage with the bushland

· Provides an opportunity for supporting the Wollotuka School of Aboriginal Studies in teaching and learning methodologies

Design Guidelines

The Interpretive Bushland Walk should:

· Have minimal impact on the natural environment in terms of its footprint

· Be designed in consultation with the staff, students and community from the Wollotuka School of Aboriginal Studies

· Be routed to connect with the Birabahn Building and the Event Space

The second proposal is to create nine “plazas, squares and gathering spaces” to facilitate interaction among university members, thus making a more ‘vital’ and ‘vibrant’ campus.  These open spaces would be “distinguished from the bushland environment” and create “spatial transitions between the circulation network [i.e. roads, footpaths and cycleways] and buildings”.  These spaces should be “simple and cost effective to maintain and embody sustainable design principles”.    

The new campus plan presents challenges to those who wish to preserve the bushland campus.  The university administration’s commitment to growth means that some bushland spaces will be lost in the future.  One danger is that this growth trajectory will compound the damage to the bush campus already being done by the administration’s “slash and burn” maintenance regime and “mowed grass” aesthetic. Another concern is that as space for new facilities gets tighter, building on one part of the campus will be traded off against preserving bushland on another section.

In December 2008 members of the university’s retired lecturer’s association (NERLA) met with the Vice-Chancellor to discuss their concerns about the future of the campus.  Professor Saunders offered NERLA representation on a staff-student advisory committee on campus development.  This offer was subsequently replaced by a suggestion that NERLA could be represented on an external advisory “committee of experts” the university was considering establishing.  To date (May 2009) NERLA has heard nothing further of this proposal.

The interventions of Ian McKenzie, Australian architects, NERLA and others (including students and overseas architects and conservationists) have alerted the university to community concerns about the future of the university’s unique natural habitat. These and other concerned people will undoubtedly be keeping a watching brief on developments.

Growth

A degrading university campus and a degrading national park have a common driver: a commitment to a particular sort of economic growth.  Newcastle University and NSW National Parks are locked into this growth pattern, but in different ways. The university believes it has to grow to survive in a competitive international student and academic market.  Government diverts funds from national parks to what it sees as more economically important services, such as transport infrastructure. In each case, green spaces suffer.

What can we do to reverse the decline of our green spaces?  I think three things are central. First, we need to develop a clearer understanding of the growth dynamic. The next session in this series will address this.  Second, we can learn to look at the relationship of humans and other organisms differently.  Third, we can consider what immediate, practical things we can do to help conserve green spaces.  

Gaia

In the early 1960’s, the English research scientist James Lovelock
, who had been working for NASA on ways of detecting life on Mars, formulated a theory that he named ‘Gaia’.  In ancient Greek mythology Gaia was the mother goddess, the progenitor of the foundational Olympian gods including Uranus, the starry sky, and Oceanus, the ocean.  The essence of Lovelock’s theory is that the Earth’s biosphere, atmosphere, oceans and soil work together in complex but benign ways to sustain life.  Left in its natural state, Lovelock maintained, over time the Earth System remains in homeostasis or equilibrium. 

In Gaia theory problems come when something—a meteor shower, human beings—disrupts the Earth System’s equilibrium. In the last 200 years the rapid and global spread of industrialism and consumerism has severely damaged land, oceans, the atmosphere, biological diversity, the water cycle and biogeochemical
 cycles. Over millions of years critical thresholds and abrupt changes have periodically marked Earth System dynamics. Unless we change the way we relate to Gaia, human activities are likely to trigger environmental changes that will seriously damage or even end human life on Earth. (Lovelock 2006; Wikipaedia)

Gaia theory is telling us humans to live in harmony with the Earth System instead of dominating and exploiting it, as we have done for much of human history.  There are signs that the major shift in mindset this requires is happening; whether the change will come quickly enough remains to be seen.  How government, business and other interest groups deal with climate change will be the test of this.

Gaia theory is much debated (see Wikipedia for references).  But I see a convincing common sense in it. If we play around with a finely tuned machine, we are likely to damage it.  We get daily news of damage to the Earth System—melting ice shelves, disappearing wetlands, dried up rivers, dying coral reefs, felled rainforests, declining biodiversity.  Until recently, like frogs in a slowly boiling pot, most of us have not registered Earth System change.  But Gaia is now speaking to us more loudly.  Think of the decade-long drought still ravaging much of south-east Australia.  Consider why the Murray-Darling rivers system is in crisis.  Or reflect on the February 2009 Victorian Bushfires, unprecedented in heat, intensity and damage to life and property.

PP 18—Nightcap National Park

Conserving green spaces

The big shift we humans need to make is to abandon the growth ethic and adopt a Gaia ethic.  This is indeed a huge shift, because the growth ethic is embedded in us in deep and complex ways.  There are the obvious manifestations—endless consumerism, thoughtless waste.  But the growth ethic also influences us more subtly.  For example, typically Novacastrians living on the edge of the city’s many bush pockets do nothing to maintain them and often use them as a repository for their garden rubbish.  As a result, our green spaces are—rapidly or gradually, depending on how big they are—being overrun by weeds.  This is most visible in lantana-choked creek lines and along our bitou bush infested coastline.  But weeds are everywhere in our green spaces, even in the heart of large reserves like Glenrock and Blackbutt.  

Governments, committed to as they are to neo-liberal economic policy, do little to maintain conservation reserves.  The work is ceded to voluntary community groups that are usually poorly funded and supported.  There are some shining exceptions to this, groups like the one led by Paddy Lightfoot at Shortland Wetlands, and the network of groups supported by Lake Macquarie Council.  But generally government has neither the expertise nor the motivation to mobilise and sustain community conservation groups.

Given that government will not take the lead in urban conservation, if we value our green spaces we in the community must take responsibility for them. This may mean something as simple as pulling out weeds or collecting rubbish as you run or walk along a bush track.  It certainly means not dumping weeds or other rubbish into bush. In the right circumstances it will involve forming a local work group.  Beyond these local efforts, conserving urban green spaces requires grass-roots organizing, a theme we will explore in a later session. 

If urban conservation is to become widespread and effective, there will have to be a major change in the way communities relate to green spaces, a shift from indifference and thoughtless use to understanding and care.  Perhaps the trigger for this change may be people coming to understand that we are losing something precious.

Solastalgia

This term was coined by the environmental philosopher Glen Albrecht, formerly of Newcastle University, now at Murdoch University in Western Australia.  Solastalgia derives from three words: the ancient Greek algos, pain and nostos, return home, and the Latin solari, console. Solastalgia refers to the pain people feel for what has been lost in the environment.  It is the distress  Upper Hunter people feel when mines destroy their rural landscape.  It is the displacement inner-city workers feel when the middle class moves into their suburbs.  It can be set off by such a minor change as renovating an ocean baths or a pub, attracting a different clientele and displacing the old one.  Solastalgia is more than nostalgia—a yearning for what has been lost. Solastalgia is inconsolable pain, and often ensuing impotent rage.  It is the recognition that the place where you felt at home is not longer what is was, and never can be again. (Albrecht et al 2007; Albrecht 2005, 2007) [See Albrecht 2005, 53 (pdf 13) for summary of effects of solastalgia.]

Perhaps, as green spaces degrade or are sold off (the current Newcastle City Council Sustainability Review proposes ‘rationalising’ the city’s pocket parks) Novacastrians will come to see that our green spaces help to make our city a lovely, liveable place, be saddened by their decay and motivated to regenerate them.

Regeneration

Another land, without evil, without death, will be born from the destruction of this one. The land wants it.  It asks to die, to be born, this old and offended land.

—Eduardo Galeano 1987, 3

Regeneration derives from ‘generate’, itself derived from the Latin generare, beget, bring into existence, procreate, propagate, produce.  Regeneration is about bringing life back to organisms, land, communities, landscapes. Regeneration has always been with us. Throughout history communities have had to regenerate after war, after natural disasters. Today, with the growth machine eating up more and more of the planet, the need to regenerate is more vital than ever. 

The regeneration impulse is inherent in all living things, including human beings. If weeds invade bushland and are then removed, native plants will reappear, provided the weed invasion has not gone on for too long.  With proper care, the broken limbs and damaged organs of animals will repair. 

The problem is, of course, that most injured organisms and ecosystems go untreated. Every day across the world lack of care and resources damage or kill animals, plants, earth, water and air and people.  Our human systems—the organizations, economies and societies we have made—are destabilising the Earth System of which we humans are a part and on which we depend to live. 

We are committing suicide as a species.  

And yet, as always in human history, even in its darkest hours, there is hope. Across the world there are millions of people doing regenerative things—caring for people, caring for country—turning threats to life into opportunities to make life better for all of us.

Regenerative work is really useful work, useful to living organisms and ecosystems.  It is the antithesis of work that exploits, degrades or damages life. 

It is no accident, I think, that a doctor leads a shining example of bush regeneration in Newcastle.  Paddy Lightfoot healed patients for more than 40 years; for the past 30 years he has worked with other volunteers to regenerate a wetland on the northern edge of Newcastle.  Here’s Paddy telling the story:

[image: image1.wmf]
Coda: Living with Gaia

Walking with friends in two Sydney bush reserves recently I reflected on how in Australia so many of us have access to nature, and what this means.  In Manly and in Forrestville my friends live minutes away from bush.  Minutes down the track the sight of a lovely eucalypt or a coastal panorama or a running creek soothed us.  City tensions fell away; the beer afterwards tasted better than usual.

I was reminded of a couple of men I encountered years ago.  One was at Yuendemu north of Alice Springs.  He was sitting in front of a video screen, looking at a scene transmitted by a stationary camera at an outstation.  The man was too old to live out there anymore, so he spent some time each day just looking at his country.

A few years after that I interviewed some people at Terania Creek near Lismore in northern New South Wales.  In the 1970’s these people had led a campaign to preserve a few hundred remaining acres of what had once been a vast native rainforest. (Foley 1999, 27-46) We were talking about what they had learned in the campaign, which went on for many years.  They had learned many things—how to use mass media, how to lobby bureaucrats and politicians, how to establish and sustain a community group.  They had acquired knowledge of rainforest plants; two of them subsequently operated a rainforest nursery and published a series of six books on rainforest plants.  They had also come to understand their own and others’ thinking, and the limits of what they could achieve.

The five people I interviewed still lived near this rainforest.  One of them, an architect, said he still regularly went into the forest.  Like the Indigenous man at Yuendemu, this young bloke would just sit there, looking at country.

We too can learn to live with Gaia. 

References

Albrecht, Glenn 2005 Solastalgia: A New Concept in Human Health and Identity PAN (Philosophy, Activism, Nature) 2005 No 3, 41-55.
Albrecht, Glenn 2007 Solastalgia: A new psychoterratic illness Healthearth blog http://healthearth.blogspot.com/2007/03/solastalgia-new-concept-in-human.html
Albrecht, G., Sartore, G-M., Connor, L., Higginbotham, N., Freeman, S., Kelly, B., Stain, H., Tonna, A., & Pollard, G. 2007 Solastalgia: the distress caused by environmental change Australasian Psychiatry 15 (1): S95-S98.
Edmonds, Ross et al 2002 Green Conscience: The ongoing struggle for a clean, green Newcastle Newcastle West: Wesley Uniting Employment

Foley, Griff 1999 Learning in Social Action London: Zed Books

Foley, Griff & Lightfoot, Paddy 2003 Bringing it Back: The Wetlands Centre Story Australian Plants Vol 22 No 175 51-56 

Galeano, Eduardo 1987 Memory of Fire II: Faces and Masks New York: Norton

Lightfoot, Paddy 2005 APS Makes a Difference Australian Plants Vol 23 No 187 247-248

McDonald, Kevin 1973 An on-campus reserve at Newcastle Teachers College Hunter Natural History No 20 (Vol 5, No 4) November 194-207

McDonald, Kevin et al 1994 Bushland Campus: A description of the natural ecology and the human development of the grounds of the University of Newcastle Callaghan: University of Newcastle/Friends of the University of Newcastle

McDonald, Kevin 2008a NERLA visit to the University  of Newcastle—Campus Grounds Tour 14 June (2pp mimeo)

McDonald, Kevin 2008b The Campus Grounds of the University of Newcastle. Public Voice Statement to Newcastle City Council 28 August (3pp mimeo)

NFFPS 1983 (Newcastle Flora & Fauna Protection Society) Glenrock Natural History: A proposal for the establishment of a coastal State Recreation Reserve between the Newcastle suburbs of Merewether and Dudley Hunter Natural History Series No. 45, October Wickham: NFFPS

NH Newcastle Herald — Various issues

NPWS 2009  (NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service) 2009 Glenrock State Conservation Area Draft Plan of Management Downloadable as pdf file— http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/nature/glenrockpomdraft.pdf
NU 2007 University of Newcastle nd Building Distinction: Strategic Plan 2007-2011 Downloadable at http://www.newcastle.edu.au/strategicplanning/
NU 2008 University of Newcastle Strategic Masterplan Report by DEGW Asia-Pacific 26 September (51pp spiral bound) Callaghan NSW: University of Newcastle

Pollard, Phillip 2008 Heritage Nomination for the University of Newcastle (13pp mimeo plus DVD ‘Callaghan Heritage’)

� PP refers to the PowerPoint presentation accompanying this paper. It is not included here.


� For Lovelock’s biography, see John & Mary Gribben 2009 He Knew He Was Right: The irrepressible life of James Lovelock London: Allen Lane (LML Charlestown B/LOV)


� The chemical, physical, geological and biological processes and reactions that govern the composition of the natural environment.





Griff Foley, Glenrock, Growth & Gaia     Draft@11 5 09      1

