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The Friends of the Australian Arid Lands Botanic Garden, Port Augusta Inc. 
 

PRESIDENT’S REPORT TO AGM 
 

19th July 2014 
 

What a wonderful milestone we celebrate today, 30 years since The Friends of the 
AALBG was established. We continue to operate as a vibrant active support group 
dedicated to helping with the promotion, development and maintenance of the Garden.  
 
On the first of May 1984 a public meeting was held in Port Augusta where the formation 
of a Friends group to support the proposed Australian Arid Lands Botanic Garden was 
discussed. It was decided to proceed so the new group established along the lines of and 
with the assistance of The Friends of The Botanic Gardens of Adelaide. The first actual 
FAALBG meeting was held on the 26th July 1984 and attended by 70 people with 25 
apologies. The newly incorporated Friends group, only the 3rd such group in Australia set 
about fund raising and actively promoting the concept of the Garden. More than 30,000 
signatures supporting the development of the Garden were collected on petitions sent to 
both state and federal parliaments. We lobbied council, members of parliament and gave 
presentations on the concept in the region and beyond. Regular meetings with guest 
speakers were held and newsletters produced to keep our 400 + members from all over 
Australia and even a few overseas, informed of progress. The newsletter continues now 
in its full colour format with the 150th edition being produced in May this year. 
 
Fundraising included trash and treasure sales of all sorts of donated items, donations 
from local service clubs, a buy a fence post scheme and other activities the largest being 
a two year Nullarbor revegetation project for Telecom Australia. This involved collecting 
and growing seed from disturbed land around 3 newly built fibre optic cable repeater 
stations in the Nullarbor National Park, and taking 900 plants and planting them, installing 
tree guards for rabbit protection and hand watering in on the 3 sites about 1,200 km west 
of Port Augusta. It was a good season and there was a survival rate in excess of 80%. !2 
Friends were involved in this $30,000 fund raiser.  
 
I had proposed the development of an arid zone botanic garden at Port Augusta both to 
Council and at a national RAIPR conference in 1981. Interest from Council and 
government was sporadic but gained momentum late in the 1980s, especially with the 
involvement of WMC Resources who offered substantial funding provided state and 
federal governments contributed. This eventually happened with Council contributing as 
well and in September 1996, 15 years after proposing the concept of the Garden, Stage 
1 of the AALBG was officially opened. WMC Resources help continued until 2004, but 
government funding ceased and Council operated the Garden which grew and developed 
despite a low budget and only one employee, with Friends volunteer help in the early 
years. I have been impressed that PACC has continued to fund the garden, the only 
council funded botanic garden in the state and applaud them for this. The Garden is now 
establishing well and attracts about 70,000 visitors yearly and has changed the image of 
the city and draws significant revenue into the local economy. Over the last 30 years the 
Friends have contributed considerably more than $500,000 for development of the 
Garden and this continues. 
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Of course the Friends are heavily involved in volunteer work at the Garden as well, 
propagating plants, weeding, pruning, tour guiding and running a low key education 
programme for school groups of all ages, assisting with plant sales, events, path 
construction and numerous other tasks over the 30 years. I am certain that without the 
Friends lobbying for and promoting the Garden in earlier years and keeping the concept 
alive, along with the intervention of WMC Resources, the garden would not have 
eventuated. I extend grateful thanks to everyone who has been involved in our journey, 
Garden employees, Council and Friends. It is remarkable what has been achieved on a 
small budget, but with loads of enthusiasm. 
 
With a larger paid workforce and an excellent working relationship between Council, 
Garden Staff and Friends in recent years, the Garden is improving significantly and is 
rapidly becoming recognised as one of the better regional botanic gardens in Australia. 
Whilst we can always improve we are on the right track and the future looks bright 
indeed. 
 
There are many but some highlights over the years include the Eremophila Festivals 
convened by the Friends in former times, development and operation of the Garden’s 
nursery until about 5 years ago, and the wonderfully successful conference we hosted 
two years ago for The Association of Friends of Botanic Gardens, which showcased our 
achievements to colleagues from other gardens around Australia and really helped put 
our Garden on the map! 
 
Much more could be said but I hope this gives a brief insight into our 30 years of 
operation. I am so grateful to everyone who has assisted in any way in the development 
our garden. Many of our former supporters are no longer with us, but our group is strong 
and may we continue in our important supporting role. It is amazing to see that the dream 
I had way back in 1981 has come true! Thank you all! John Zwar. 
 
 
www.australian-aridlands-botanic-garden.org  


