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This is George Lewkowicz for the Don Dunstan Foundation, for the Don Dunstan 
History Project, interviewing Colin Harris on the matter of the environment and 
conservation and related items.  The date today is 8th May 2008 and the location is 
Colin’s home in Adelaide. 

Colin, thanks very much for being willing to do this interview for the history 
project.  I’m just wondering if you can give us some brief background on yourself 
and how you became interested in environment and conservation. 

Yes, I can do that, George.  I trained initially as a secondary school teacher and 

taught for a short while in the country.  But then I got an opportunity to do some 

further postgraduate work at Adelaide University and along with the postgraduate 

work came a full-time tutoring post in the Geography Department at Adelaide 

University, so I was there for nearly four years and finished up with a Master’s 

degree and the research area that I did was the evolution of the South Australian 

national park system.  So, understandably, when they started talking about a new 

Environment Department for the State I pricked up my ears and it was a felicitous 

coincidence that I was nearing the end of my postgraduate work when they were 

setting this up. I applied and duly became one of the first of a batch of scientific 

officers to be recruited into the new agency.  That was in 1973. 

And what made you interested in the environment and conservation area?   

Oh, I’d had a long interest in natural history.  As a kid I lived in upper Burnside and 

used to roam what’s now Cleland Conservation Park throughout my holidays and 

weekends, and when I did my initial postgraduate work at Adelaide University I was 

interested in the environmental impacts of land settlement in the mallee country of 

the State. As I mentioned, I did my master’s work on national parks.  So really the 

studies and the research work that I’d done at the University was pursuing a long 

interest in natural history and conservation and it was just a logical career move to 

move into the Department when they got it going. 

Were you aware of any lobbying going on in this sort of area at the time? 
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There was certainly lobbying going on.  There’d been some significant conservation 

battles even before the Department was set up.  I’d joined the Nature Conservation 

Society of South Australia when I was still at University and the Nature 

Conservation Society of South Australia was quite a force to be reckoned with in 

those days.  It’s still going doing a lot of good work, but it was one of the first of the 

powerful, politically-orientated conservation outfits to be set up in the State.  There’d 

been field naturalist groups and other organisations, other NGOs, with an interest in 

conservation, but the Nature Conservation Society was unashamedly there to make a 

difference and it had no qualms about entering political dogfights if it thought that 

was necessary. 

The Nature Conservation Society had, for example, in the mid-1960s, got into a 

prolonged fight with the Government about resumption of land from conservation 

reserves on Eyre Peninsula.  There were some conservation reserves in Central Eyre 

Peninsula which had been established in the early 1940s basically because the land 

was considered at that time unsuitable for agriculture but, by the mid-’60s, there 

were farmer groups pressing to have the land resumed and made available for 

clearance and farming.  The Nature Conservation Society fought a pitched battle for 

quite some years over that with a reasonably good outcome, from a conservation 

point of view.  There were some resumptions, but in the end the bulk of the land 

stayed in the reserve system. 

But the Society was also active on a number of other fronts:  for example, in 

trying to protect the Aldinga scrub from subdivision and housing encroachment; 

there was also mining of sand for glass manufacture getting under way down in the 

Normanville sand dunes, towards the Fleurieu Peninsula, and the Society was very 

active on that front; there was also a proposal to clear and develop a very large area 

of land between Pinnaroo and Bordertown – at that time it was known as the ‘Tiger 

Country’, it’s now Ngarkat Conservation Park, about a quarter of a million hectares 

of uncleared mallee heath – and it was proposed in the late ’60s to release that land 
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or a portion of it for farming development: again, the Nature Conservation Society 

fought a very strenuous campaign against that.   

There were other conservation organisations as well that sprung up at that time in 

the ’60s – in fact, the ’60s, the mid–late ’60s, was really – in Australia generally, not 

just South Australia – a period when some important battles were fought.  We had 

the Lake Pedder flooding controversy, for example; later, of course the Franklin Dam 

but initially Lake Pedder, the flooding of Lake Pedder, really galvanised the 

conservation movement nationally.  Then in New South Wales you had some 

substantial land use conflicts over areas like the Myall Lakes; the Colong Wilderness 

in the Blue Mountains; up in Queensland there were various sandmining proposals 

that were controversial.  So all around Australia new forces were emerging to 

challenge the existing order.  You could as a generalisation say that up until the ’60s 

by and large development interests, be they mining or agricultural or whatever, had 

more or less had their way unhindered and unchallenged.  But I think as part of a 

rising global interest in conservation in the ’60s Australia echoed that sort of growing 

world sentiment and we saw conservation groups springing up all around the place. 

You could see the South Australian Government’s response to that in setting up the 

Jordan Committee of Inquiry and of course the setting up of a Ministerial portfolio in 

1970 and the Environment Department in ’72.   

So I think they’re best viewed – the establishment in SA of that portfolio and then 

the Department – as a State response to emerging national and global concerns.  It 

certainly wasn’t unique to South Australia; the same sorts of pressures, the same 

sorts of responses and movements can be seen elsewhere in Western countries of the 

world at that time. 

Can you remember any of the leading figures in these campaigns? 

Yes, there are names that immediately spring to mind.  In the Nature Conservation 

Society individuals like Warren Bonython:  Warren was President of the Nature 

Conservation Society for some years and he was a very active campaigner.  He was a 

person who was well-connected in Adelaide, he had good networks in the key 
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decision-making areas and he would work those networks to try and get a good 

result, a good outcome.  He sat on the National Parks Commission, which was a 

statutory body, in the ’60s right through till ’72 when they introduced a new national 

parks Act.  Warren was active in getting a number of new areas set aside as 

conservation parks or reserves.  But you also had people like Anne and Peter Reeves, 

a husband-and-wife team, who were also very busy and effective in the Nature 

Conservation Society.  They were especially active in the Eyre Peninsula 

controversies that I talked about earlier on.  So names like that certainly spring to 

mind.   

So you started working in the Department in 1973, when the Department was set 
up, as a scientific officer.  What was the role of that officer’s job? 

At that stage I was appointed to an environmental impact assessment role.  

Environmental impact assessments were appearing for the first time for major 

developments.  And the methodology for them was not well-developed anywhere at 

that stage, so we were really feeling our way, but the type of work we were doing 

was working with proponents, whether they were inside or outside of government, to 

come up with guidelines for the conduct of environmental impact statements.  We 

would work with them, try and help them with the statements and then we’d be 

involved in the assessment of the drafts and providing comment on them and finally 

recommendations to government on whether we thought the development was 

acceptable, unacceptable or might be acceptable with some changes to what was 

proposed, so that was really the area that I worked in. I was in that work area for 

about four or five years until I started to move in other directions. 

And what were the methodologies of the time, were they sophisticated or 
‘impressionistic’, I’ll call them? 

They were relatively simplistic when you compare them with today.  They were the 

best available at the time and we knew what was happening elsewhere in the Western 

world.  We were voracious readers of the international literature and we kept abreast 

of the latest ideas, but it was still primitive by today’s standards.  You have to bear in 
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mind this is all pre-IT, pre- the IT revolution, so everything we wrote was still pencil 

or biro on paper and you didn’t have the power of modern computers to help you 

crunch numbers and help you analyse data in the way that modern environmental 

science has, so it was rudimentary; but it was the best available at the time. 

So the assessments went – can you just talk about the chain and then eventually 
did they get to Cabinet? 

The big ones certainly finished up in Cabinet, yes, certainly.  I spent quite a lot of 

time, as did a number of the other staff, on the proposed Redcliffe Petrochemical 

Plant.  That was going to be a big one.  It had lots of pollution issues associated with 

it.  Being up the top end of Spencer Gulf people were concerned about circulation 

patterns in the Gulf, whether there’d be enough energy, circulation energy, within the 

Gulf to disperse the pollutants in an acceptable manner, and so there was a lot of 

oceanography studies, tidal movement studies, current studies and wave energy work 

done up there with – Geoff Inglis was actively involved.  So that was one. 

There was also the proposal, of course, for Murray New Town or Monarto, as it 

later came to be called.  Also the old Engineering and Water Supply Department was 

doing quite a lot at that stage, water filtration plants were being built at various 

strategic sites along the outer metropolitan area and there were new pipelines being 

built into a number of other areas.  The Moomba–Sydney gas pipeline was under 

construction; the Stuart Highway was being realigned and sealed; the old Ghan 

railway was in the process of being replaced by a new line from Tarcoola to Alice 

Springs and there were other substantial developments – in fact, there was a lot of 

environmental impact assessment work at that time.   

I became something of a specialist in country work and remote areas work, and 

that suited me because I just enjoyed working in that sort of environment. So I was 

given the big country ones that I just mentioned – the Moomba–Sydney gas pipeline, 

the Stuart Highway realignment, the Tarcoola–Alice Springs railway and so on – and  

I finished up spending a lot of time in the Far North on projects like that. 

What were you looking at:  the biological impact? 
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We didn’t do the EISs.1  What we would do, we would get a feel for the country.  

We’d do a traverse:  for example, we’d traverse the South Australian portion of the 

Moomba–Sydney gas pipeline – we didn’t go across the border, obviously, that 

wasn’t in our jurisdiction – but we did a complete traverse of the route by helicopter 

before any work commenced; and we did a ground traverse of the Tarcoola–Alice 

Springs railway as far as the Northern Territory border; really to pick out any 

sensitive areas and any sensitive plant communities or land forms or cultural features 

in the landscape, Indigenous heritage features that might be impacted were also 

identified, so that they could be highlighted in the guidelines.  And we then helped 

the proponents to work up the guidelines and, as I say, we would then have a look at 

what they’d done as drafts and be involved in the assessment of the final thing and 

putting a recommendation to Cabinet on how we thought it should proceed, if we 

thought it should proceed. 

So what was the score, if you like?  Not that you thought that way, but – – –. 

Not many major projects got knocked back.  The Redcliff Petrochemical Plant of 

course didn’t go ahead, but that wasn’t for environmental reasons; it was really 

because it didn’t stack up economically.  But off the top of my head I’d be struggling 

to think of any that were rejected out of hand.  There was usually a compromise, you 

could usually find a way around most of the problems – by the standards of the day.  

I think today you’d probably judge some of the projects a bit differently, we know a 

lot more now than we knew then.  We’ve also learnt from what happened, having 

approved those big projects.   

Having said that though, monitoring was one of the things we didn’t do as well as 

we might have.  It’s one thing to approve a project or to recommend a government 

approve a project with conditions, but then an essential part of the exercise should be 

to go back and see how well the conditions have been complied with, whether the 

                                                 
1 EIS – Environmental Impact Statement. 
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conditions that were imposed were effective in protecting the features that you 

thought needed protection, and we didn’t do that as well as we might have. 

And did you get any sense of how, firstly, your department head was faring in the 
bureaucratic argy-bargy, if that was going on? 

Well, Doc Inglis, of course, Grant Inglis, was the first so-called permanent head but 

it turned out to be pretty impermanent for poor old Doc.  He lost the job in 1977.  

Doc was an interesting character.  He was first and foremost a scientist and a very 

good research scientist.  He was less successful as an administrator.  He hadn’t been 

schooled in the bureaucratic process and he had a fine disregard, in many respects, 

for it: I think that ultimately led to his downfall.  He wasn’t perceived by the 

government of the day to be playing by the bureaucratic rulebook.  But he was 

popular, very flamboyant and colourful and a good scientist, so I think the 

professional people related fairly well to him.  Because he was a bachelor he used to 

spend a fair bit of time in the office on the weekends and you’d perhaps come to your 

desk on a Monday morning and you’d open up a file that you’d been working on 

Friday afternoon and you’d find a note in there from Doc written on a Sunday 

morning or a Saturday night saying, ‘No, I don’t want you to take this tack; I want 

you to take this direction’.  Or, ‘See me!’  Or at other times you’d suddenly be aware 

of someone at your shoulder and you’d turn around and there’d be Doc, because he 

had a habit of taking his shoes off and padding around in his socks, (laughter) and of 

course you couldn’t hear him coming on the carpeted floor.  And he’d suddenly put 

one of his stubby little fingers down on what you were writing and say, ‘No, no, no, 

no, no, no.  You’re going along the wrong track’.  Colourful character. 

Was there any pattern in that?  What was he mainly interested in? 

No, I think he was just concerned to make sure that what we were doing was good 

science. 

Right, good science. 
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Yes.  And I think that was what Doc was about.  Because he was a good scientist 

himself he wanted his people to be good scientists.  But, as we know, good science is 

one thing but governments and bureaucracies have other considerations. 

Was the first Minister Glen Broomhill? 

Yes. 

How did people see his performance in the Cabinet? 

He was a popular – he was well-liked.  Perhaps, rather than popular, I should say he 

was well-liked and well-respected.  People felt that he was quite genuine in wanting 

to change things for the better.  We didn’t get the sense that he was a heavy hitter in 

Cabinet.  I don’t think he was.  And there was a lot of opposition to the newly-

created department.  The older-established agencies looked with great suspicion on 

the Environment Department and gave it a fairly hard time, and I think Glen 

probably got a hard time in Cabinet.  We’ll never know, but you rather fancy he 

would have been under pressure from the ministers representing old, well-

established, powerful agencies. In terms of pecking order within the Cabinet he 

wouldn’t have rated terribly highly.  But he was genuine, and I think he did 

everything he could. 

What sort of issues were coming up with the other agencies? 

Well, for example, with National Parks, there was a lot of tension between National 

Parks and the then Woods and Forests Department.  National Parks wanted to 

establish, for example, parks or to expand on land they already had at Deep Creek on 

Fleurieu Peninsula but Woods and Forests were also in the field wanting to secure 

the same land to clear it for pine plantations; and so this is where there were some 

celebrated clashes both inside and outside of Cabinet between the proponents of land 

for conservation versus land for those wanting land for pines. 

How did that get resolved? 
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In the end that was a win for conservation. The land in question, Boat Harbour 

Creek, was added to an expanded Deep Creek Park. 

Did you get any sense about the Premier, Don Dunstan, whether he was a 
champion in this area? 

Don I think was very supportive of the need to have an environment agency and to 

be cognisant of really the whole move in the Western world towards better protection 

of the environment.  He was a highly-intelligent, alert individual who knew what was 

happening elsewhere and so I think he was very pleased to have a Minister of 

Environment and Conservation and pleased to have an environment and conservation 

agency.  But I don’t think as an individual he was – well, he wasn’t a Bob Carr, for 

example. Bob Carr, onetime Premier of New South Wales was a bushwalker and 

would personally go out and walk with the conservation people to look at wilderness 

areas and try and resolve conflicts in a very personal way.  Don didn’t ever have that 

level of interest or commitment and in some respects I think he was more interested 

in the urban environment than he was in the rural environment; I think he felt most 

comfortable in an urban setting.  I can’t recall, for example, seeing him in the 

Outback or visiting any of our remote parks; he was happy to leave that to his 

Minister.  But, to give him his due, he’d created the portfolio.  In fact, I think it was 

the first ministerial environment portfolio in the nation, I think I’m correct in saying 

that, so he was a pioneer.  It wasn’t just the environment, he was a pioneer in many 

fields of social reform and you could probably fairly say that he was a pioneer in 

getting his government into the business so quickly.  But, having said that, as I say, I 

think he was urban-environment focused in his primary concerns. 

What about links with tourism, like the Flinders Ranges I think he was interested 
in? 

Yes.  Well, he clearly had an interest in tourism because he went on to that in 

Victoria, didn’t he, when he left South Australia after he resigned the premiership.  

Yes.  I think whatever he did and whatever he wanted the State to do he wanted done 

well.  He set high standards and when it came to tourism he was certainly interested 
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in areas like the Flinders Ranges.  I didn’t ever get the impression that he would be a 

rampant developer at all costs or anything.  He subscribed to the need to offset 

tourism development, for example, with environmental considerations, but I think he 

was happy to leave it to his Minister and the Department.  He didn’t get too hands-

on. 

And the Aboriginal heritage area, was there any sense of activity there because of 
his interest? 

Bob Edwards was quite active in the 1970s and Bob Ellis worked with Bob Edwards 

in a number of areas of Indigenous concern.  Don was certainly interested in the land 

rights issue and he was certainly interested in doing the right thing by Indigenous 

people.  To give you an example, a Liberal government back in the ’60s, I just forget 

which one it was, but a Liberal government in the ’60s before Don came into power, 

had established a very large conservation park south of the Pitjantjatjara lands and 

for many years it was known as ‘the unnamed conservation park’. It was a very big 

area, something like five million hectares.  Don was of the view, was of the opinion, 

that that had been set up to do no more than inflate the State’s figures of land 

reserved for conservation so that the State would look better on the national stage 

and he felt that had been done with minimal or zero consultation with Indigenous 

people.  So he made a commitment to give the land back to the Pitjantjatjara people.  

Now, it’s a matter of history that has finally happened, but not until a long time after 

Don had departed the scene.  

And in fact I remember on one occasion some nature conservationist people were 

in a bind with this one.  On the one hand they were sympathetic to Indigenous people 

and Indigenous people’s rights, but they also had a brief to try and protect the 

environment and they were concerned that if it was transferred back to Indigenous 

control it might, for example, be developed for grazing. It was country that had never 

been grazed before; it was, at least from a domestic stock grazing point of view, 

untouched – there were other impacts from rabbits and foxes and so on, but it had 
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never had any grazing.  So a deputation of them waited on Don about this and he was 

quite angry, he turned on them and accused them of being white elitists –  

Yes, right. 

– middle-class, white elitists who wanted to secure the land for white middle-class 

elites’ edification and satisfaction whilst ignoring the true owners, the traditional 

owners of the land, and he gave them quite a savaging over it. 

Really? 

They went away quite taken aback.  So when he felt strongly about something he 

was a force to be reckoned with.  

Just getting back to the other Ministers:  after Broomhill there was Don Simmons? 

Don Simmons.  Don didn’t have a great impact.  He was a details man who, I think, 

had trouble coming to grips with the big picture.  I think he felt more comfortable 

adding up budget columns of figures in Cabinet submissions and make sure they 

were correct than worrying about the big-picture recommendations at the end (he had 

an accounting background).  So he didn’t have a major impact. 

What was the incident that he got sacked on and Grant Inglis got sacked on? 

That would have been the National Parks sting over illegal animal takes.  Bob Lyons, 

the then Director of National Parks, had a former officer by the name of Brian 

Eves[?], who set up an elaborate sting to try and bring some – I think they were bird 

smugglers or bird trappers and smugglers – to heel.  But he got too close to the 

industry and was thought to be compromised by that.  When he crashed he took the 

Director of Parks down with him, Bob Lyons, because it was said that Bob should 

have known what was going on and put a halt to it. Grant Inglis, as Permanent Head, 

had to take ultimate responsibility, although as I said earlier there were other factors 

involved in his departure   

And then Simmons, yes.   

Yes. 
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Then Des Corcoran came in. 

Des Corcoran came in, with Rob Dempsey. 

Right.  Well, what I’d just like to look at from that 1973 period, what year did Des 
Corcoran and Rob Dempsey come in? 

1977 

’Seventy-seven.  Over that four years, how did the Department evolve in the sort of 
work it was doing? 

It evolved fairly quickly and for a while there was quite a lot of active recruitment 

because it was in a building phase and so a wide range of professionals were 

employed in a relatively short period of time – geologists, geographers, botanists, 

biologists – and quite a good team was built up.  Young people.  Inexperienced of 

course – and that was one of the complaints of some of the established agencies and 

farming organisations, they had an innate suspicion of the Environment Department 

anyway, and when they saw young people coming out to (as they saw it) ‘tell them 

what to do’ they bridled.  Understandably.  But it was a young agency and that was 

inevitable: given that there hadn’t been environmental courses up until the ’70s, you 

weren’t going to by and large employ older people because they didn’t have the right 

sort of qualifications.  To employ people with the right sort of environmental 

qualifications you had to employ the young graduates because they were coming out 

of the very early courses set up to turn out people of this ilk.  So they were young 

people; but they were good people.  Very enthusiastic, very high energy levels – not 

always well-guided, but nonetheless it was an exciting department to work in 

because of that high energy level. 

Bruce Muirden, who at the time was Ministerial Press Secretary and well-known 

within Labor Party ranks put a little sign up on the door.  We had a big, open-space 

working unit with about a dozen or fourteen officers in the environmental impact 

assessment area working in this one open-space area and Bruce put up a sign on the 

door:  ‘Green Squad’.  And it was a little bit like that.  If the phone rang and a tree 

was being knocked down somewhere, someone would almost run down to get in a 
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motor car and drive out to try and intercede.  We didn’t have much legislation; we 

mostly relied on moral suasion.  Sometimes it worked and sometimes it didn’t.  

relevant supporting legislation was built up over time, it just didn’t all happen.  

So Rob Dempsey came in:  what did he add and what changes were there when he 
came in? 

He added a lot of colour. He was an interesting character with a number of the 

Dunstan qualities about him.  He was flamboyant, he was articulate, he was 

intelligent; but he was also something of a martinet.  He could and did make very 

heavy demands of people and in some respects I think it was a game that was being 

played. If you could meet his high demands and come through with flying colours 

then you passed, you got a tick next to your name; but if you failed, if you failed any 

sort of test that he was applying in his mind, you were on the outer.  And I was 

fortunate enough, I suppose, to pass the tests that were applied – jumped through the 

necessary hoops, I suppose you could say – and so I didn’t, after an initial period of 

awkwardness have any difficulties in working with him.  Over time I actually got on 

very well with him and he was strongly supportive of my area.  I respected the man 

and could do business with him, but not everyone could.  In fact, he made a lot of 

enemies while he was in the Department. 

Has anyone talked to you about the celebrated petition that was drawn up calling 

for his removal? 

Not on the record at this stage, but we can put it on the record. 

There was a petition.  It was very early in his time as Permanent Head and he was 

such a radical contrast, I suppose, to Doc Inglis that people were saying, ‘Goodness 

gracious, what have we struck here?’  Bruce Muirden was involved in drawing up the 

petition, but it was shredded after a number of signatures were put on it. I think 

Bruce decided that if it proceeded the signatories could be placed in a very 

compromised position.  
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Was that in the context of industrial democracy at the time or was that something 
that was happening, like the worker participation in management and joint 
consultative councils, or – – –? 

I think it was just peculiar to Environment.  It was just a reaction to the particular 

individual and the perception of that individual.  I wouldn’t see it as part of anything 

bigger than that; I think it was just a peculiar local incident. 

A similar thing happened in the Premier’s Department.  There was a bit of a 
kerfuffle when Graham Inns came in as the head of the Department. 

I remember Graham, yes. 

That might have been a bit later.  Now, Rob Dempsey came in and he set up or 
somebody had asked him to set up a co-ordination unit. 

Yes. 

Can you remember that? 

Yes:  the Co-ordination and Policy Division with Andrew Strickland as Divisional 

Director. 

And what did you see as their role? 

We struggled a bit with their role.  It was probably a good idea, but at the time we 

didn’t see it as value-adding; we just saw it as another delay in getting our work up to 

the Permanent Head and Cabinet and so on.  For example, we got very frustrated – 

and this is an interesting story – we got frustrated by delays with a final report on 

vegetation clearance  (opens filing cabinet, selects and withdraws item).  I mentioned 

earlier on that one of the areas that we put a great deal of work into in the 1970s was 

off-park conservation and the need to restrict the ongoing clearance of native 

vegetation on private agricultural land.  I chaired a committee of inquiry from ’74 to 

’76.  Cabinet eventually approved the report and the recommendations for release for 

public consultation in ’77 and we then went on and further developed the outcomes 

of that report into a whole package of legislation and financial incentives, 

culminating in 1980 with the introduction of Heritage Agreements to encourage 
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people to retain native vegetation on their private land.  Then in 1983 came the first 

broad acre clearance controls over native vegetation in Australia.  I was very keen to 

get that final set of recommendations into Cabinet and it got stalled in the Co-

ordination and Policy Division.   

I talked to Rob about it in the run-up to his departure and he said, ‘Look, ‘don’t 

worry’.  He said, ‘I’ll make sure that I send this on to Des and we’ll get it all stitched 

up, we’ll get it all signed off ready for Cabinet while he’s still here and while I’m 

still here’. Subsequently, at his drinks party – actually, it was his last day; he had 

drinks in his office that night – I said, ‘Rob, did you get that final native vegetation 

package fixed up? ‘Oh, no!’ he said, ‘I forgot’.  ‘Don’t worry’, he said, and he 

dashed out the room.  He said, ‘I know exactly where it is’, and he came back 

clutching a group of files.   He then took his Personal Assistant out of the party and 

sat her down and dictated a minute to her: when Des joined the party later in the 

evening he got Des to sign it into Cabinet!   

And do you know why it was being delayed, apart from him forgetting? 

Oh, look, I think the co-ordination and policy people were taking their job seriously 

and they were asking questions which probably should have been asked, but which 

irritated us at the time because we felt we’d crossed all the t’s and dotted all the i’s.  

But I think it was a legitimate role.  They probably weren’t resourced adequately to 

deal with the volume that they were trying to push through and it just led to a bit of 

friction with the more operationally-orientated areas of the department: they felt as 

though their work was being second-guessed by other people in the Department. 

So did they explain what their role was? 

Oh, I think we all understood the role; we were impatient.  And it comes back to 

what I was saying, too:  we were all young and we were keen to get things done.  We 

had a lot of energy and drive and we didn’t want to be held up, so we were probably 

pushing fairly hard because we were young and enthusiastic and energetic.   

Yes, and committed. 
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So we wanted results.   

Yes.  But were they looking at legal aspects or was it sort of political reaction 
aspects? 

Yes, look, all of those things.  All of those things, yes.  And, as I say, I think a lot of 

the questions that were being asked were legitimate.  We should have been more 

patient and probably more understanding in working closely with them, but that’s 

hindsight, isn’t it? 

Yes.  And co-ordination with other departments?  Like how does this all come 
together and then hits Cabinet and as many bases as possible covered? 

Yes.  And I think probably that one of the reasons that Division had been set up was 

because we had not always interacted very well with other agencies. I think it was 

probably a concern to try and check that everything coming out of Environment was 

as good as it could be and to ask questions such as ‘Have you properly consulted 

with such-and-such an agency?  Has it been squared away with so-and-so?’  And 

that’s, as I say, a legitimate role for a group like that. 

With something like that you’d imagine the Agriculture Department would be very 
interested. 

We’d had involvement with them – the inter-departmental committee that I chaired 

had Agriculture, Lands, and Woods and Forests on it, and it was really interesting 

because they signed off on the report unequivocally.  But, having said that, there 

were still lots of issues that needed to be worked through.  But it was a very 

successful exercise and I know Geoff Roe, the then Director of Lands, was their 

representative on the committee and Geoff said at the first meeting, ‘Look, it’s a 

waste of time.  We’ll never agree on these terms of reference; let’s cut our losses and 

walk away from it now’.  But he happily signed off at the end of the process. 

Good. 

And I think the reason for that, and it sort of comes back to what I was saying before, 

we did have a fair bit of good science in the Department and I think the reason that 
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Geoff Roe and the other members signed the report was because it was good science.  

It was all documented.  For example, we actually – (indicates) mapped the extent of 

clearance.  That was the first it had been done – and we had detailed statistical tables 

that went with it – that was the first representation, the first documentation, of the 

extent of clearing in the agricultural regions of the State. 

That’s the ‘Vegetation clearance’ – 

In the green. 

– ‘agricultural regions of South Australia’ map. 

Yes.  And an earlier version of that map accompanied the report.  You can’t argue 

with that the facts that it represents.  In fact, Peter Ward – you mentioned Peter Ward 

earlier on – was sent a copy of that map when he was writing columns for the Sunday 

Mail and he headed up one of his columns, ‘I’d rather South Australia was green 

than yellow’.  And he went on and devoted his whole column to the map and 

findings. 

And did the Parliament get involved in this while the work was going on?  That is, 
sometimes, something like this, they’d set up a parliamentary committee. 

No, they didn’t.  No, they did not. 

That’s interesting. 

They did on a number of other things but not this one. 

What sort of other things? 

Oh, throughout the ’80s there was quite a few.  There were a number of land use 

ones where we actually seconded some of our staff.  Off the top of my head I just 

can’t remember them, but we seconded staff to be executive officers to a number of 

parliamentary inquiries.  But yes, there was that.  I think they were much more 

common from the ’80s onwards. 

The ’80s, yes. 

I don’t think there was a lot of that happening in the ’70s. 
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That’s interesting, too.  So after Dempsey did Geoff Inglis act for a while? 

If he did it was only for a short while.  Geoff probably went around about late ’70s or 

around about 1980, because he wasn’t around when we merged with Planning.  He’d 

gone by then.   

Peter Ellyard took over. 

Peter Ellyard took over from Rob Dempsey. 

From Rob, okay. 

Yes. 

And that was still under Dunstan? 

Dunstan would have gone by then.  Des took over in ’77, didn’t he? 

Oh, Des, right.  No, early ’79. 

Yes, that’s right.  He went to the early election and lost it.  Yes, that’s right.  Yes, we 

had John Cornwall as Environment Minister at that stage.  Yes, that’s right.  So yes, 

Peter Ellyard came in for a brief period, a couple of years or so. 

Just while we’ve been talking about that, I was just trying to get in my mind and 
see if we could get on the record what, after a period of time, was being seen as the 
key sort of strategic objectives of the Department and how that might have 
evolved. 

I think in the ’70s it was a bit of a scattergun approach.  We didn’t have a very clear, 

overarching strategy.  Individual issues were being picked up and run with and in 

some cases run with very successfully, but there wasn’t any sort of master plan, or 

you didn’t get the sense that there was a master plan.  For example, the Jordan 

Committee Report was not really a blueprint for how the Department or the portfolio 

would tackle environmental issues.  The Jordan Committee Report focused on a 

number of specific issues – national parks, air pollution, water, those sorts of things – 

and it was very good in what it said about all of those things, but it was each 

principal author writing a chapter in isolation rather than a coherent, integrated 

approach to environmental and conservation management.   
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So we – I mean Doc, for example, Doc Inglis, was very interested in the container 

deposit legislation and he went over to Oregon to look at the system, and in fact what 

we eventually got through here was fairly close to the Oregon system.  Doc was very 

impressed with it, thought it would work here, and history has judged him right.  It 

was an early success for the Department. 

National parks were big in the ’70s.  There was an expansion, a considerable 

expansion, of the area set aside and it was all pretty high-profile stuff.  Noise and air 

pollution were growing, although at that stage they were being done out of the Health 

Commission; they later came to Environment, but for quite some years the 

responsibility was with the Health Commission of the day.  And then of course the 

planners:  the planners were with us initially, then went back out on their own and 

then came back with Environment for the ’80s and into the early ’90s, I think, before 

they once again went off independently.   

So were there any synergies while they were with you? 

Look, I think it was a good and logical juxtaposing of responsibilities and I still think 

that way.  I think it’s a pity they’re not together again.  Yes, I think it worked well.  

The ’70s were a period, as I mentioned before, that they were exciting, chaotic, and 

disorganised, but rewarding to work in.  By the ’80s it was all being done a lot more 

professionally.  The Department was being run in a more professional way and a lot 

of the individuals had matured in their approaches to their work.  Some of the fruits 

of all that early frenetic work were coming to bear.  The native vegetation work, for 

example, saw the Heritage Agreements coming in, then the broad acre controls in 

1983 and further legislation in 1985. It was a time when a lot of work matured, the 

1980s, pretty productive in many respects:  I think some good groundwork had been 

laid in all that frenetic activity of the ’70s and it bore fruit in the ’80s. 

And what did business broadly think about this, did they ..... ..... that this like get 
investment in but was it – – –? 

Look, I think business was coming to accept by the ’80s that environmental 

considerations were here to stay and that rather than fight them you might as well 
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work with them.   For example, I was heavily-involved in the early to mid-’80s with 

the environmental impact work for the Olympic Dam mine, and I found the Western 

Mining Company good to deal with.  They did some very good environmental work 

and their environmental impact assessment reports were hard to fault.  Where there 

were problems it was usually a result of deficiencies in the science.  For example, 

some of the predictions that were made for pressure drops in the Great Artesian 

Basin as a result of their construction of Borefield. A to pipe water down to Olympic 

Dam and the Roxby Downs were subsequently found to be wrong; but that was 

because groundwater modelling, then and now, is an imprecise science. It wasn’t as a 

result of any duplicitous actions on the part of the company.   

I think that even in the 1970s we found that, by and large, the big government 

agencies and big companies were the easiest to deal with because on one hand they 

were big and they were big targets if they didn’t do the right thing, but they were also 

big enough to employ the right people; whereas some of the smaller agencies and 

smaller operators in the private sector weren’t big enough to (a) appreciate the 

importance of the environmental message and (b) employ the necessarily qualified 

and experienced people to do the work for them.  So we usually got on quite well 

with the big organisations. 

You weren’t getting the game of, ‘If you’re too hard on us we’ll just go to another 
state’, type thing? 

No,  not really.  Just occasionally you would get that.  I did strike one example quite 

early in the piece, in 1973.  I was despatched to the Mount Barker tannery on the 

outskirts of Mount Barker – it’s gone now – but at the time it was pushing a lot of 

pollutants into Mount Barker Creek, some pretty nasty organic pollutants and heavy 

metals, chrome in particular, and it really was not a good scene.  I interviewed the 

management there and they said, ‘Well, look, yes, we know we’ve got a problem, but 

we also employ local people   If we are required to introduce the latest leading-edge 

technology to control our waste local people, are going to be out of a job’.  They 

said, ‘We’ve already talked to the Premier about this.  The Premier has been up here 
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and we’re not trying to blackmail you, we’re just telling you that our margins are 

such that if we have to comply with a higher level of environmental protection we’ll 

just go broke’. I wrote this in my report, which Don Dunstan saw and he was pretty 

angry about it. I suppose he thought that I was accusing him of shielding the 

company or giving the company a guarantee that jobs would prevail over the 

environment. He duly demanded an explanation from me, and that must have either 

satisfied him or he’d moved on to the next crisis because I never heard any more 

about it. 

So what, you wrote to him or you spoke to him? 

I gave him a written report and he wanted to know where my information had come 

from.  It was all sorted out, but that was a rare example of where, rightly or wrongly, 

environment and jobs were being portrayed as being in direct conflict.  You didn’t 

often strike that. 

And in the ’70s was the Whitlam Government and/or the Fraser Government 
involved in any leadership in this sort of area that you picked up? 

Yes, there was.  There was the Committee of Inquiry into the National Estate, which 

was pretty influential.  And the Whitlam Government, of course, was pushing a lot of 

money into the States and the regions in those days.  We established a number of 

national parks with Commonwealth moneys in the ’70s.  Yes, it was a pretty bold era 

and a lot of money flowed that later dried up.   

And were Aboriginal people involved in parks management in the ’70s at all? 

It was starting. We even had several Aboriginal Rangers in the heritage area from the 

late ’70s onwards, Adnyamathana people.  And then in the 1980s, a new 

administration was set up within Environment, initially looking after both Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous heritage.  A few years later, as part of a recognition that the 

status and importance of Indigenous heritage needed to be lifted within government, 

we split the Heritage Branch and created a new branch entirely devoted to 

Indigenous heritage.  The first manager we appointed to that branch was an 
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Aboriginal person from the West Coast, Bob Ware, who has since died.  We felt it 

was imperative to have Aboriginal people responsible for their own heritage and 

that’s why we thought it was very important to give it separate status and have an 

Indigenous person heading it up.  That was mid-’80s.   

Yes, mid-’80s, right.  And the European heritage, that kicked off with a lot of 
surveying? 

Yes, it did.  Yes, surveying which continued for a couple of decades.  I think actually 

European heritage, non-Indigenous heritage, has been a bit of a success story in this 

State.  I think the legislation and the administrative models that were set up from the 

late ’70s onwards were for a long time the best in Australia.  We might have fallen 

behind a bit in recent times, I’m not sure; the other States have certainly come up 

over the last decade, decade and a half.  But we were off and running quite early and 

we did it well.  One of the things we did well was assessment of items for the State 

Heritage Register, but also regional heritage surveys.  It was all built on a very high 

standard of professionalism.  Some very good people worked in that heritage area – 

architects, historians, particularly – and they were not only enthusiasts but they were 

also very good professionals in their field: we have been well-served by them. 

And Roma Mitchell chaired that committee, there was a committee – I’m just 
trying to remember when she started that, whether it was under Dunstan, 
Corcoran or later. 

Yes, I can’t recall either.  That would need some checking. 

Yes.  But you didn’t have any interaction with her? 

No.  No, I didn’t, not at that time, no. 

Okay.  And I think off the record we were talking about the quarries and an 
investigation or review of all those. 

Yes. 

What happened there, when was that? 
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Yes.  There was a lot of concern.  I’ve got files here reflecting a very high level of 

public concern through the print media about the visual impact of the quarries in the 

Hills Face Zone, Stonyfell Quarry in particular and, to a lesser extent, the then 

Greenhill Quarry next to it.  And a lot of people were unhappy.  They saw it as a 

blight on Adelaide.  From lots of vantage points within Adelaide, when you cast your 

eyes eastward you couldn’t help but see the stark white of the quarrying activity on 

the Hills Face, and that public disquiet eventually found expression in an inquiry into 

Hills Face Zone quarrying. There was a major inquiry into that and one of our staff 

was the executive officer to it.  

The Jordan Committee had recommended that there be a statutory high-level 

policy body to advise government on environmental protection, and that became the 

Environmental Protection Council (EPC).  I’m sure I’m right in saying that this 

inquiry it was EPC inquiry into quarrying .  A great deal of work was done and it was 

a good report, if a bit equivocal in terms of what might be done.  It was pointing out 

that, yes, you could stop quarrying in the Hills Face Zone but you’d have to 

undertake some very expensive remediation and in some respects you might almost 

be better to go on and finish the quarrying than to leave it half-finished and terribly 

visible.  And to some extent that’s what they’ve done.  It also pointed out that the 

costs of aggregate and road metal and rock wall sheeting for beaches and that sort of 

thing would go up astronomically if you had to get the material from, say, Yorke 

Peninsula or elsewhere in the Adelaide Hills: the classic trade-off between costs and 

environmental protection.   

But there were incremental improvements as a result of it all.  There were some 

false starts, including attempts to spray the quarry faces with bituminous black paint 

in the hope that they wouldn’t then be as visible from the Adelaide Plains.  Needless 

to say, that wasn’t overly successful; the paint wore off fairly quickly.  But, more 

successfully, the Mines and Energy people eventually developed with the Quarry 

Industries people an approach which involved almost a form of slot extraction.  As 

far as they can they’ve tried to rehabilitate the faces that are highly-visible from the 
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Plains and they have had some pretty successful revegetation projects on those faces; 

they have, in effect, stopped quarrying on the most visible faces and instead 

established a new, quite deep quarry behind the immediate Hills Face Zone front: 

there’s now a big hole there, but you can’t see it from the Plains and so gradually, as 

the trees grew and the whole thing became less visually obtrusive, so public anger 

died away to the point where you hardly hear it mentioned now.  It’s interesting.  Yet 

it was a really high-profile issue in the late ’60s. 

One area we also talked a bit about was the Black Hill – were you involved in any 
of that? 

No, not directly.  I was involved to some extent with it.  It was a brave venture and a 

very good one in its day.  A lot of money was spent there and very good, almost 

world-class, plant laboratories established and some very good research staff 

recruited: it had the potential to be a major plant research facility.  But it eventually 

fell on hard times.  The money just started to dry up; other priorities started to take 

precedence over it and it slowly withered on the vine, to the point where it virtually 

ceased its original function some time ago.  It’s still used by the Department but as a 

base for National Parks operations, not a plant research facility. 

Right.  Was that the beginning a bit of the native plant movement in Adelaide, like 
gardens and that? 

Yes.  The ’70s really did represent the real beginning of the plant natives push.  Mind 

you, some pretty poor material was promoted in those days.  I can remember when 

we were giving away boxes and boxes of plants and they were not very sensible 

selections for home gardens.  Some of them – a lot of them, in fact – were very big 

trees:  lemon-scented gums, Sydney spotted gums and things like that that grow to a 

large size and are notorious for dropping limbs.  We see the legacy of that around the 

suburbs today with people taking out trees that have proved unsuitable for the 

locations they were planted in.   It’s all done a lot better now.  It was fairly naïve, 

driven more by enthusiasm than good sense in those days.  But yes, Black Hill 

certainly was involved in that. 
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In fact, for a while Black Hill used to retail nursery material, but the private sector 

was never very happy about that and that side of the operation was eventually closed 

down, at least in part as a result of pressure from the nursery industry.  Woods and 

Forests were more successful in hanging onto their commercial outlets and in fact 

one of theirs, a longstanding one, is still operating in Belair Park, run now by the 

Department of Water, Land and Biodiversity Conservation, rather than Forestry.  But 

certainly in the ’70s, there was an enthusiasm, a great enthusiasm, for all things 

Australian. 

Yes.  Well, Colin, I think we’ve covered a hell of a lot of areas in our time we’ve 
been speaking.  Is there anything that you wanted to add that you don’t think 
we’ve spoken about?  If there’s not, maybe you could – if there are any sort of 
rounding-up comments you might make about the ’70s and your involvement in 
your work there in the environmental area? 

It was an exciting era and the Department was an exciting place to work.  Lots of 

mistakes were made, inevitably:  when you set up anything like this from scratch you 

don’t have many precedents to guide you, you fly in no small way by the seat of your 

pants; but there was also a lot of learning and I think that learning bore fruit in 

subsequent decades.  A lot of what was done later you can trace back to beginnings 

in the ’70s.  So we stumbled and fumbled and, as I say, we made mistakes; but I 

think we generally headed in the right direction and laid some pretty good 

foundations.  It was a good time.  It was a good time, a good time to work in an 

exciting, emerging field. 

Good.  All right.  Well, on that note, thanks very much, Colin. 

Pleasure. 

It’s been great. 

END OF INTERVIEW. 


	This is George Lewkowicz for the Don Dunstan Foundation, for the Don Dunstan History Project, interviewing Colin Harris on the matter of the environment and conservation and related items.  The date today is 8th May 2008 and the location is Colin’s ho...
	Colin, thanks very much for being willing to do this interview for the history project.  I’m just wondering if you can give us some brief background on yourself and how you became interested in environment and conservation.
	Yes, I can do that, George.  I trained initially as a secondary school teacher and taught for a short while in the country.  But then I got an opportunity to do some further postgraduate work at Adelaide University and along with the postgraduate work...
	And what made you interested in the environment and conservation area?

	Oh, I’d had a long interest in natural history.  As a kid I lived in upper Burnside and used to roam what’s now Cleland Conservation Park throughout my holidays and weekends, and when I did my initial postgraduate work at Adelaide University I was int...
	Were you aware of any lobbying going on in this sort of area at the time?

	There was certainly lobbying going on.  There’d been some significant conservation battles even before the Department was set up.  I’d joined the Nature Conservation Society of South Australia when I was still at University and the Nature Conservation...
	The Nature Conservation Society had, for example, in the mid-1960s, got into a prolonged fight with the Government about resumption of land from conservation reserves on Eyre Peninsula.  There were some conservation reserves in Central Eyre Peninsula ...
	But the Society was also active on a number of other fronts:  for example, in trying to protect the Aldinga scrub from subdivision and housing encroachment; there was also mining of sand for glass manufacture getting under way down in the Normanville ...
	There were other conservation organisations as well that sprung up at that time in the ’60s – in fact, the ’60s, the mid–late ’60s, was really – in Australia generally, not just South Australia – a period when some important battles were fought.  We h...
	So I think they’re best viewed – the establishment in SA of that portfolio and then the Department – as a State response to emerging national and global concerns.  It certainly wasn’t unique to South Australia; the same sorts of pressures, the same so...
	Can you remember any of the leading figures in these campaigns?

	Yes, there are names that immediately spring to mind.  In the Nature Conservation Society individuals like Warren Bonython:  Warren was President of the Nature Conservation Society for some years and he was a very active campaigner.  He was a person w...
	So you started working in the Department in 1973, when the Department was set up, as a scientific officer.  What was the role of that officer’s job?

	At that stage I was appointed to an environmental impact assessment role.  Environmental impact assessments were appearing for the first time for major developments.  And the methodology for them was not well-developed anywhere at that stage, so we we...
	And what were the methodologies of the time, were they sophisticated or ‘impressionistic’, I’ll call them?

	They were relatively simplistic when you compare them with today.  They were the best available at the time and we knew what was happening elsewhere in the Western world.  We were voracious readers of the international literature and we kept abreast o...
	So the assessments went – can you just talk about the chain and then eventually did they get to Cabinet?

	The big ones certainly finished up in Cabinet, yes, certainly.  I spent quite a lot of time, as did a number of the other staff, on the proposed Redcliffe Petrochemical Plant.  That was going to be a big one.  It had lots of pollution issues associate...
	There was also the proposal, of course, for Murray New Town or Monarto, as it later came to be called.  Also the old Engineering and Water Supply Department was doing quite a lot at that stage, water filtration plants were being built at various strat...
	I became something of a specialist in country work and remote areas work, and that suited me because I just enjoyed working in that sort of environment. So I was given the big country ones that I just mentioned – the Moomba–Sydney gas pipeline, the St...
	What were you looking at:  the biological impact?

	We didn’t do the EISs.0F   What we would do, we would get a feel for the country.  We’d do a traverse:  for example, we’d traverse the South Australian portion of the Moomba–Sydney gas pipeline – we didn’t go across the border, obviously, that wasn’t ...
	So what was the score, if you like?  Not that you thought that way, but – – –.

	Not many major projects got knocked back.  The Redcliff Petrochemical Plant of course didn’t go ahead, but that wasn’t for environmental reasons; it was really because it didn’t stack up economically.  But off the top of my head I’d be struggling to t...
	Having said that though, monitoring was one of the things we didn’t do as well as we might have.  It’s one thing to approve a project or to recommend a government approve a project with conditions, but then an essential part of the exercise should be ...
	And did you get any sense of how, firstly, your department head was faring in the bureaucratic argy-bargy, if that was going on?

	Well, Doc Inglis, of course, Grant Inglis, was the first so-called permanent head but it turned out to be pretty impermanent for poor old Doc.  He lost the job in 1977.  Doc was an interesting character.  He was first and foremost a scientist and a ve...
	Was there any pattern in that?  What was he mainly interested in?

	No, I think he was just concerned to make sure that what we were doing was good science.
	Right, good science.

	Yes.  And I think that was what Doc was about.  Because he was a good scientist himself he wanted his people to be good scientists.  But, as we know, good science is one thing but governments and bureaucracies have other considerations.
	Was the first Minister Glen Broomhill?

	Yes.
	How did people see his performance in the Cabinet?

	He was a popular – he was well-liked.  Perhaps, rather than popular, I should say he was well-liked and well-respected.  People felt that he was quite genuine in wanting to change things for the better.  We didn’t get the sense that he was a heavy hit...
	What sort of issues were coming up with the other agencies?

	Well, for example, with National Parks, there was a lot of tension between National Parks and the then Woods and Forests Department.  National Parks wanted to establish, for example, parks or to expand on land they already had at Deep Creek on Fleurie...
	How did that get resolved?

	In the end that was a win for conservation. The land in question, Boat Harbour Creek, was added to an expanded Deep Creek Park.
	Did you get any sense about the Premier, Don Dunstan, whether he was a champion in this area?

	Don I think was very supportive of the need to have an environment agency and to be cognisant of really the whole move in the Western world towards better protection of the environment.  He was a highly-intelligent, alert individual who knew what was ...
	What about links with tourism, like the Flinders Ranges I think he was interested in?

	Yes.  Well, he clearly had an interest in tourism because he went on to that in Victoria, didn’t he, when he left South Australia after he resigned the premiership.  Yes.  I think whatever he did and whatever he wanted the State to do he wanted done w...
	And the Aboriginal heritage area, was there any sense of activity there because of his interest?

	Bob Edwards was quite active in the 1970s and Bob Ellis worked with Bob Edwards in a number of areas of Indigenous concern.  Don was certainly interested in the land rights issue and he was certainly interested in doing the right thing by Indigenous p...
	And in fact I remember on one occasion some nature conservationist people were in a bind with this one.  On the one hand they were sympathetic to Indigenous people and Indigenous people’s rights, but they also had a brief to try and protect the enviro...
	Yes, right.

	– middle-class, white elitists who wanted to secure the land for white middle-class elites’ edification and satisfaction whilst ignoring the true owners, the traditional owners of the land, and he gave them quite a savaging over it.
	Really?

	They went away quite taken aback.  So when he felt strongly about something he was a force to be reckoned with.
	Just getting back to the other Ministers:  after Broomhill there was Don Simmons?

	Don Simmons.  Don didn’t have a great impact.  He was a details man who, I think, had trouble coming to grips with the big picture.  I think he felt more comfortable adding up budget columns of figures in Cabinet submissions and make sure they were co...
	What was the incident that he got sacked on and Grant Inglis got sacked on?

	That would have been the National Parks sting over illegal animal takes.  Bob Lyons, the then Director of National Parks, had a former officer by the name of Brian Eves[?], who set up an elaborate sting to try and bring some – I think they were bird s...
	And then Simmons, yes.

	Yes.
	Then Des Corcoran came in.

	Des Corcoran came in, with Rob Dempsey.
	Right.  Well, what I’d just like to look at from that 1973 period, what year did Des Corcoran and Rob Dempsey come in?

	1977
	’Seventy-seven.  Over that four years, how did the Department evolve in the sort of work it was doing?

	It evolved fairly quickly and for a while there was quite a lot of active recruitment because it was in a building phase and so a wide range of professionals were employed in a relatively short period of time – geologists, geographers, botanists, biol...
	Bruce Muirden, who at the time was Ministerial Press Secretary and well-known within Labor Party ranks put a little sign up on the door.  We had a big, open-space working unit with about a dozen or fourteen officers in the environmental impact assessm...
	So Rob Dempsey came in:  what did he add and what changes were there when he came in?

	He added a lot of colour. He was an interesting character with a number of the Dunstan qualities about him.  He was flamboyant, he was articulate, he was intelligent; but he was also something of a martinet.  He could and did make very heavy demands o...
	Has anyone talked to you about the celebrated petition that was drawn up calling for his removal?
	Not on the record at this stage, but we can put it on the record.

	There was a petition.  It was very early in his time as Permanent Head and he was such a radical contrast, I suppose, to Doc Inglis that people were saying, ‘Goodness gracious, what have we struck here?’  Bruce Muirden was involved in drawing up the p...
	Was that in the context of industrial democracy at the time or was that something that was happening, like the worker participation in management and joint consultative councils, or – – –?

	I think it was just peculiar to Environment.  It was just a reaction to the particular individual and the perception of that individual.  I wouldn’t see it as part of anything bigger than that; I think it was just a peculiar local incident.
	A similar thing happened in the Premier’s Department.  There was a bit of a kerfuffle when Graham Inns came in as the head of the Department.

	I remember Graham, yes.
	That might have been a bit later.  Now, Rob Dempsey came in and he set up or somebody had asked him to set up a co-ordination unit.

	Yes.
	Can you remember that?

	Yes:  the Co-ordination and Policy Division with Andrew Strickland as Divisional Director.
	And what did you see as their role?

	We struggled a bit with their role.  It was probably a good idea, but at the time we didn’t see it as value-adding; we just saw it as another delay in getting our work up to the Permanent Head and Cabinet and so on.  For example, we got very frustrate...
	I talked to Rob about it in the run-up to his departure and he said, ‘Look, ‘don’t worry’.  He said, ‘I’ll make sure that I send this on to Des and we’ll get it all stitched up, we’ll get it all signed off ready for Cabinet while he’s still here and w...
	And do you know why it was being delayed, apart from him forgetting?

	Oh, look, I think the co-ordination and policy people were taking their job seriously and they were asking questions which probably should have been asked, but which irritated us at the time because we felt we’d crossed all the t’s and dotted all the ...
	So did they explain what their role was?

	Oh, I think we all understood the role; we were impatient.  And it comes back to what I was saying, too:  we were all young and we were keen to get things done.  We had a lot of energy and drive and we didn’t want to be held up, so we were probably pu...
	Yes, and committed.

	So we wanted results.
	Yes.  But were they looking at legal aspects or was it sort of political reaction aspects?

	Yes, look, all of those things.  All of those things, yes.  And, as I say, I think a lot of the questions that were being asked were legitimate.  We should have been more patient and probably more understanding in working closely with them, but that’s...
	Yes.  And co-ordination with other departments?  Like how does this all come together and then hits Cabinet and as many bases as possible covered?

	Yes.  And I think probably that one of the reasons that Division had been set up was because we had not always interacted very well with other agencies. I think it was probably a concern to try and check that everything coming out of Environment was a...
	With something like that you’d imagine the Agriculture Department would be very interested.

	We’d had involvement with them – the inter-departmental committee that I chaired had Agriculture, Lands, and Woods and Forests on it, and it was really interesting because they signed off on the report unequivocally.  But, having said that, there were...
	Good.

	And I think the reason for that, and it sort of comes back to what I was saying before, we did have a fair bit of good science in the Department and I think the reason that Geoff Roe and the other members signed the report was because it was good scie...
	That’s the ‘Vegetation clearance’ –

	In the green.
	– ‘agricultural regions of South Australia’ map.

	Yes.  And an earlier version of that map accompanied the report.  You can’t argue with that the facts that it represents.  In fact, Peter Ward – you mentioned Peter Ward earlier on – was sent a copy of that map when he was writing columns for the Sund...
	And did the Parliament get involved in this while the work was going on?  That is, sometimes, something like this, they’d set up a parliamentary committee.

	No, they didn’t.  No, they did not.
	That’s interesting.

	They did on a number of other things but not this one.
	What sort of other things?

	Oh, throughout the ’80s there was quite a few.  There were a number of land use ones where we actually seconded some of our staff.  Off the top of my head I just can’t remember them, but we seconded staff to be executive officers to a number of parlia...
	The ’80s, yes.

	I don’t think there was a lot of that happening in the ’70s.
	That’s interesting, too.  So after Dempsey did Geoff Inglis act for a while?

	If he did it was only for a short while.  Geoff probably went around about late ’70s or around about 1980, because he wasn’t around when we merged with Planning.  He’d gone by then.
	Peter Ellyard took over.

	Peter Ellyard took over from Rob Dempsey.
	From Rob, okay.

	Yes.
	And that was still under Dunstan?

	Dunstan would have gone by then.  Des took over in ’77, didn’t he?
	Oh, Des, right.  No, early ’79.

	Yes, that’s right.  He went to the early election and lost it.  Yes, that’s right.  Yes, we had John Cornwall as Environment Minister at that stage.  Yes, that’s right.  So yes, Peter Ellyard came in for a brief period, a couple of years or so.
	Just while we’ve been talking about that, I was just trying to get in my mind and see if we could get on the record what, after a period of time, was being seen as the key sort of strategic objectives of the Department and how that might have evolved.

	I think in the ’70s it was a bit of a scattergun approach.  We didn’t have a very clear, overarching strategy.  Individual issues were being picked up and run with and in some cases run with very successfully, but there wasn’t any sort of master plan,...
	So we – I mean Doc, for example, Doc Inglis, was very interested in the container deposit legislation and he went over to Oregon to look at the system, and in fact what we eventually got through here was fairly close to the Oregon system.  Doc was ver...
	National parks were big in the ’70s.  There was an expansion, a considerable expansion, of the area set aside and it was all pretty high-profile stuff.  Noise and air pollution were growing, although at that stage they were being done out of the Healt...
	So were there any synergies while they were with you?

	Look, I think it was a good and logical juxtaposing of responsibilities and I still think that way.  I think it’s a pity they’re not together again.  Yes, I think it worked well.  The ’70s were a period, as I mentioned before, that they were exciting,...
	And what did business broadly think about this, did they ..... ..... that this like get investment in but was it – – –?

	Look, I think business was coming to accept by the ’80s that environmental considerations were here to stay and that rather than fight them you might as well work with them.   For example, I was heavily-involved in the early to mid-’80s with the envir...
	I think that even in the 1970s we found that, by and large, the big government agencies and big companies were the easiest to deal with because on one hand they were big and they were big targets if they didn’t do the right thing, but they were also b...
	You weren’t getting the game of, ‘If you’re too hard on us we’ll just go to another state’, type thing?

	No,  not really.  Just occasionally you would get that.  I did strike one example quite early in the piece, in 1973.  I was despatched to the Mount Barker tannery on the outskirts of Mount Barker – it’s gone now – but at the time it was pushing a lot ...
	So what, you wrote to him or you spoke to him?

	I gave him a written report and he wanted to know where my information had come from.  It was all sorted out, but that was a rare example of where, rightly or wrongly, environment and jobs were being portrayed as being in direct conflict.  You didn’t ...
	And in the ’70s was the Whitlam Government and/or the Fraser Government involved in any leadership in this sort of area that you picked up?

	Yes, there was.  There was the Committee of Inquiry into the National Estate, which was pretty influential.  And the Whitlam Government, of course, was pushing a lot of money into the States and the regions in those days.  We established a number of n...
	And were Aboriginal people involved in parks management in the ’70s at all?

	It was starting. We even had several Aboriginal Rangers in the heritage area from the late ’70s onwards, Adnyamathana people.  And then in the 1980s, a new administration was set up within Environment, initially looking after both Indigenous and non-I...
	Yes, mid-’80s, right.  And the European heritage, that kicked off with a lot of surveying?

	Yes, it did.  Yes, surveying which continued for a couple of decades.  I think actually European heritage, non-Indigenous heritage, has been a bit of a success story in this State.  I think the legislation and the administrative models that were set u...
	And Roma Mitchell chaired that committee, there was a committee – I’m just trying to remember when she started that, whether it was under Dunstan, Corcoran or later.

	Yes, I can’t recall either.  That would need some checking.
	Yes.  But you didn’t have any interaction with her?

	No.  No, I didn’t, not at that time, no.
	Okay.  And I think off the record we were talking about the quarries and an investigation or review of all those.

	Yes.
	What happened there, when was that?

	Yes.  There was a lot of concern.  I’ve got files here reflecting a very high level of public concern through the print media about the visual impact of the quarries in the Hills Face Zone, Stonyfell Quarry in particular and, to a lesser extent, the t...
	The Jordan Committee had recommended that there be a statutory high-level policy body to advise government on environmental protection, and that became the Environmental Protection Council (EPC).  I’m sure I’m right in saying that this inquiry it was ...
	But there were incremental improvements as a result of it all.  There were some false starts, including attempts to spray the quarry faces with bituminous black paint in the hope that they wouldn’t then be as visible from the Adelaide Plains.  Needles...
	One area we also talked a bit about was the Black Hill – were you involved in any of that?

	No, not directly.  I was involved to some extent with it.  It was a brave venture and a very good one in its day.  A lot of money was spent there and very good, almost world-class, plant laboratories established and some very good research staff recru...
	Right.  Was that the beginning a bit of the native plant movement in Adelaide, like gardens and that?

	Yes.  The ’70s really did represent the real beginning of the plant natives push.  Mind you, some pretty poor material was promoted in those days.  I can remember when we were giving away boxes and boxes of plants and they were not very sensible selec...
	In fact, for a while Black Hill used to retail nursery material, but the private sector was never very happy about that and that side of the operation was eventually closed down, at least in part as a result of pressure from the nursery industry.  Woo...
	Yes.  Well, Colin, I think we’ve covered a hell of a lot of areas in our time we’ve been speaking.  Is there anything that you wanted to add that you don’t think we’ve spoken about?  If there’s not, maybe you could – if there are any sort of rounding-...

	It was an exciting era and the Department was an exciting place to work.  Lots of mistakes were made, inevitably:  when you set up anything like this from scratch you don’t have many precedents to guide you, you fly in no small way by the seat of your...
	Good.  All right.  Well, on that note, thanks very much, Colin.

	Pleasure.
	It’s been great.


