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oreword

The Curl Curl Lagoon estuary on Sydney's Northern Beaches
has been the victim of an environmentally insensitive age — a
time when waterways and their surrounds were considered to
be wastelands to be used — or abused — as garbage tips,
reclamation/development sites or industrial areas.

The legacy of this age, for Curl Curl Lagoon as well as Greendale
Creek which feeds it, is a severely compromised waterway. There
are no less than thirty-six inlets sending stormwater, sewage
overflow and other undesirable urban waste into the lagoon and
then onwards to North Curl Curl Beach. This is not to mention
the ongoing effect of what remains of the garbage tip that was on
the site for some forty years.

Clearly, this is not a desirable state of affairs for the
environmentally enlightened twenty-first century.
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In fact, the story of the effort to reverse the fortunes of Curl
Curl Lagoon goes back two decades before the end of the
twentieth century, with the establishment of the Curl Curl
Lagoon Committee — now known as Curl Curl Lagoon Friends
Inc. Since 1980, many hundreds of tireless volunteers have
planted trees, pulled weeds, lobbied Councils and Governments,
educated school children and generally kept a monitoring eye on
the health of the lagoon at the very heart of their community.

The Friends set themselves the task of overseeing the
rehabilitation of Greendale Creek and Curl Curl Lagoon — so
that it may once again be a source of pride, where children can
play and everyone can enjoy it.

Obviously, this is an objective that is taking some time to
achieve. The errors of the past were so quickly made yet will
take many years to undo. But without the determination of
organisations like the Curl Curl Lagoon Friends, assets like Curl
Curl Lagoon could have been completely destroyed long ago.
Maybe, even, near-sighted politicians would have had the
“problem” concreted over years ago. It would now be little
more than a forest of home units — with the water flowing to
the ocean through a concrete drain.

Luckily, that didn't happen and much has been achieved. Thanks
to the efforts and funding of both Warringah Council and the
NSW State Government, three stages of a four-stage
rehabilitation project have been completed. These are major
works which have involved such things as the construction of a
Gross Pollutant Trap, the removal of exotic plant species, large-
scale planting of native riparian vegetation and the resculpting of



the creek banks. These works have been magnificent and have
brought about a significant improvement not only in the health of
the waterway but also in the enjoyment that it gives to the many
people who use the area for recreation.

In the near future, it is hoped that a start will be made to stage 4
of this rehabilitation project — the major stage involving works to
the body of the lagoon itself.

In parallel with these major works, the volunteer members of Curl
Curl Lagoon Friends Inc. have worked towards addressing in some
way the thirty-six stormwater inlets into the system. To date,
twenty-four have received attention — with Gross Pollutant Traps,
mini-wetlands and litter booms. The work continues.

This booklet tells the story of one part of that work — the
development of a ‘pocket wetland' on the south bank of Curl Curl
Lagoon. Situated between — and incorporating — stormwater
outlets known as 58 and S9, the area is an example of what a
community can do when it pools its energies and talents.

It Is also a cautionary tale, because much hard work can be
wasted without the right levels of follow-up and long-term
commitment,

Curl Curl Lagoon Friends hopes that through this booklet,
residents will gain a greater appreciation of the work of the
Friends and the value of our environment and that other
community groups will get some useful tips on what to do and
what not to do to see a great idea developed into positive action
and a favourable outcome for the whole community.



ur history and aims

Once upon a time...

There was a time when Curl Curl Lagoon was a pristine
waterway with a sandy bottom, clean beaches, large fish and a
healthy natural environment. It would flush to the ocean from
time to time but never completely empty. The openings were
natural, too, not caused by locals with spades!

Surprisingly, that was only about sixty or so years ago. In a few
short decades of urban development, we humans managed to
poison the water, destroy the surrounding vegetation and habitats
and silt up the stream.

Because, the lagoon area was a garbage tip!

The final insult came in the late 1970s when there were proposals
ranging from filling in the whole creek and running it through pipes
—to piping in sea water to flush the lagoon sludge out into the
ocean just past the North Curl Curl rock pool.

And so was born the Curl Curl Lagoon Committee. ..

To put some reality back into the situation, on the 5" July 1980,
at the North Curl Curl Surf Club, a committed group of citizens
formed the Curl Curl Lagoon Committee.

At that first meeting, David James, an environmental consultant to
Warringah Council, stressed the need to protect the few natural
environments still existing in the area. He urged the new
committee to adopt a constructive, well-informed approach to
gaining the respect of Council and Government and pressing for



improvements to the health of the lagoon and the surrounding
environment.

They set about the rehabilitation of the lagoon...

Throughout the years the committee has initiated and sponsored
many projects and events — all with the singular aim of improving
Curl Curl Lagoon, the beach, the sand dunes and John Fisher Park.
Imagination was the name of the game — who can forget the great
“Clean-a-goon" campaign?

Protecting native flora and fauna by providing or preserving
natural habitats has been a major part of the committee's work.
This has involved plantings of native trees and other plants that
used to grow here naturally — as well as a biodiversity of wetland
species for stormwater treatment.

Between Harbord Road and the beach, there are an amazing
thirty-six places where water enters the lagoon system — the
creek itself plus lots of stormwater drains. Through mini-wetlands,
gross pollutant traps, litter booms and bush regeneration, the
committee and the Council have always worked together to clean
up this water — meeting challenge after challenge.

The committee also recognises the role of children and young
people as the environmentalists of the future and has contributed
widely to educational programmes.

Of course, the biggest project is one that is still going on — the
Curl Curl Lagoon rehabilitation project. This is a four staged
programme of works which started with the Gross Pollutant Trap
at Harbord Road (to stop silt and things like plastic bags and food
and drink containers from getting into the creek) and continued



with the fantastic works completed on Greendale Creek during
1998 and 1999.

This whole project is a tribute to what a dedicated community
and an imaginative Council can achieve when they work together.

There have always been battles to fight

There have been inevitable fights — especially when a very
significant part of the area is John Fisher Park — which is used for
both sporting and recreational purposes.

From time to time one sporting body or other starts to demand
dedicated facilities, more carparking, fences or larger buildings
despite all commonsense evidence pointing to them not being in
the interests of the area and the environment.

Of course, there have been major victories — like acceptance of
the Rehabilitation plan, the fun of having the community get
together to plant trees and enjoy our fantastic asset and the
satisfaction of seeing more and more community members joining
the group and becoming stronger — standing up for their rights
and making their views heard.

It's the people who do it

Over the decades, dozens of dedicated people have served on
the Curl Curl Lagoon committee. They've always been backed up
by hundreds more who help by joining the planting days, helping
the "Regenerates” — our bush regenerators — or just by paying
their membership fees.

The contributions by Warringah Council and local businesses are
always significant and fantastic — but so much of the hard-slog

9



work of looking after the lagoon and the area around it is done
by volunteers who head out in all weather to dig and plant and
chat and prune and pull weeds.

Then we became friends...

In 1998, the Curl Curl Lagoon Committee became the Curl Curl
Lagoon Friends Incorporated — to better reflect the reason for its
existence and to recognise its important role with a more formal
structure.

...and looked to the future

In 2001, Stage 3 of the Curl Curl Lagoon and Greendale Creek
Rehabilitation project was completed. This stage saw the cleaning
up of the bed and banks of the creek up to the point where it
meets the lagoon. There’s a new bridge and the creek ends at a
weir which makes sure that even when the lagoon is empty, the
creek won't be.

The next big challenge is Stage 4. This is the big one which will
involve dredging and cleaning the lagoon itself as well as restoring
the banks. This is going to cost about $4 million so the Curl Curl
Lagoon Friends look forward to continuing to maintain the rage —
with the focus clearly on making Curl Curl Lagoon, Curl Curl
Beach, John Fisher Park and the surrounding area places that will
always be huge assets for Warringah — and in fact the world
environment.

“Treat the earth well — it was not given to you by your
parents. [t was lent to you by your children”

FROM AN OLD AMERICAN INDIAN PROVERB - QUOTED
ON AWARRINGAH COUNCIL SIGNBOARD



The waters of Greendale Creek and Curl Curl Lagoon were clean
once. Maybe, one day, they will be again.




-I-he way it was

Alan Newton and Lorna Plate remember

Both long-time residents of the Curl Curl area, Alan Newton and
Lorna Plate have fond memories of the way it was before the
damage was done — before this unigue natural environment was
converted into a garbage tip.

Alan’s family moved to Curl Curl in 1938 when he was just a
schoolboy of 6. With his friends, he spent many happy hours
exploring the lagoon and the creek. In those days, the creek
wasn't straight as it is now — it meandered along and was the
source of lots of excitement and adventure for the young Alan.

Lorna’s association with the area goes back to the early 1920s.
She also fondly remembers the magnificent golden sandhills of
Curl Curl beach and has plenty of stories about the healthy large
fish in the lagoon — the ones that always seemed to get away.

It was after the second World War that things began to change.
This was when the building boom began — the one that continues
to threaten what there is left of the natural environment today.

Here are some very specific memories of early Curl Curl — as
recalled by Alan Newton:

“When we moved from Robert St (unmade) to Park St (unmade) in
1938, most of the ‘streets’ in Curl Curl and Nth Curl Curl were
either dirt or rocks rolled in. In fact, Carrington Pde, Griffin Rd, Pitt
Rd, Harbord Rd, Brighton St, Oliver St and Curl Curl Pde were the
only tar roads. Bennett St was a twisty sand-track then.



“The old wooden Griffin Rd bridge, built in the early 30s, was made
of planks which used to rattle when the double-deck |36 buses
went over it. These buses used Carrington Pde and Evans St —
though before Farnell St was tarred, they had to detour via Gardere
St, Curl Curl Pde, Park St and Adams St. | remember once when a
double decker bus overturned very near Yabsley's shop — on the
north cormer of Gardere St and Carrington Pde.

“In 1938, there were only 3 houses in Bennett St, 4 in Stirgess Ave, 3
in Stewart Ave (then called “The Sands”), 3 in Travers Road (then
called “The Waves") and 5 in Adams St. | can remember when only
9 houses were visible on the whole North Curl Curl hill.

“On the northern side of the lagoon there was Lawson St — not
there anymore but it used to run from Abbott Rd to the lagoon
opposite the Manly High School — three houses and various small
market gardens — from where we stole vegetables.

“Billy and Bandy Mitchell had a pig farm on Allum’s Hill and below
them Chinese market gardeners grew vegetables — which we didn't
steal so much because they were very hard to get at. Next door —
where Wyadra and Wyuna Avenues are now — was a paddock
owned by Davison’s dairy where thousands of chokos grew.

“In Bennett St, Mr Douglas had 3 large glasshouses for tomatoes —
and next to him was the original 1880s Bennett farmhouse — which
was demolished 1940/41.

“On this site there still stands Warringah's largest tree, a small leafed
fig (Ficus obliqua). | climbed it many times in the 40s, Next was
Holloways bulb farm and nursery — at |5 acres the largest in
Australia — huge blackberry patches and “Monty” Atkins' horse
paddocks.

“The telephone was only a few wires on poles at that stage.



“As Curl Curl Lagoon didn’t open to the sea as often as it does now,
it was quite a different place. The fish had a chance to grow to some
size. In the 1930s and 40s we used to catch them by line, trap, net
and shooting. You could sometimes even get them to jump into the
boat at night by using a bright light.

“Eels up to 1.5 metres long and weighing 10 kgs were abundant.

"“The water in the meandering Greendale Creek upstream all the
way through Brookvale was clear and quite potable. There were
holes, between the now Weldon reserve and Harbord Rd that were
[2-15 feet deep. | tell you, BIG eels lived there.

‘I had a rowing boat on Curl Curl Lagoon and used it to gain access
to the sea, over the berm at North Curl Curl beach.

PHOTO: WARRINGAH LIBRARY

“Not that we needed to avoid the roads. Frequency of car traffic in
the war years was so light, we could play cricket on Adams St and
only pause for a car every |5 or 20 minutes.

“The military occupation during the war brought lots of changes.
From early 1942 there was barbed wire everywhere on the beach
and dunes and machine gun nests on Carrington Parade and Beach
Street and on and behind the dunes.
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~ “Search lights and an anti-aircraft gun was located on the site of the
North Curl Curl Public School in Playfair Road — with a telephone
line running from it to the command post in a house in Gardere &
Farnell Streets.

“There was even an old rifle range along the south bank of Curl Curl
Lagoon east of Griffin Road — which gave us a lot of fun collecting
spent bullets and other bits of junk.

“At this time also, what is now |6 Huston Parade was a lovely,
secluded camping area called ‘The Glen'. After the war there were
semi-permanent tent camps all along present Huston Parade and
above the North Curl Curl Surf Club.

“We were also enterprising little blighters — trapping or shooting and
probably then selling rabbits between Bennett Street and Stirgess
Avenue and in the area around Playfair and Abbott Roads.

“We'd pick flowers — Christmas bells from near Park Street and
Abbott Road, Christmas bush from Holloway's farm and Flannel
flowers from North Curl Curl Hill — and sell them — illegally no
doubt — to florists in Manly.

"And wed gather shell grit on the beach to sell to the poultry farms
at Oxford Falls.

“That's not all we'd get from the beach — often salvaging good timber
that washed up after storms. One particularly fine amount of
Oregon timber is now part of 4 Adams St — our house from 1938-
9l.

“Curl Curl and Curl Curl Lagoon certainly have changed since we
would sail down to the Griffin Road bridge in small boats, slide down
the huge sand dunes on old car bonnets and ride billy carts down
Griffin and Harbord Roads.”



After the war the Brookvale industrial area was established — and
that now covers some 4% of the lagoon’s catchment area. Most
significant, of course, was the development of the now infamous
garbage tip in the early 1950s. The entire length of the creek and
the lagoon from Harbord Road to the beach was the depository
of Warringah's waste right up until the 1980s,

The wetlands were destroyed in the name of progress. So-called
wastelands were filled in to overcome perceived health hazards.
Immense environmental damage was done.

Lorna and Alan are so pleased to have seen this era of
degradation pass and the birth of a new era of understanding of
the natural environment. As active members of Curl Curl Lagoon
Friends, they both now work tirelessly — literally on their hands
and knees at times — to foster biodiversity, protect and improve
wildlife habitats, restore the delicate riparian vegetation and undo
the misguided endeavours of the past.




ehabilitation into the future

A vision for the future

To put it politely, in only 50 years or so, European settlers had
managed to mess up a lagoon environment that had been pristine
for maybe millions of years. That's something of which we should
not be proud.

If all pollution and further degradation stopped right now, it would
probably take a few thousand years before nature could take its
course and the waterway returned to its pristine state.

Obviously, that's too long to wait — besides the pollution and
degradation hasn't stopped. That's why we need to take positive
action to do whatever is possible to speed up the recovery
process. And we need to take that action now!

|7



Lagoon rehabilitation has to take account of the realities of the
situation — the Brookvale industrial area will still be there, urban
consolidation will continue to pave the catchment and many
people will continue to litter; pour stuff down the drains and
generally be environmentally insensitive.

The importance of a healthy riparian zone

The word ‘riparian’ means pertaining to the banks of a waterway.
In terms of an urban waterway like Greendale Creek or Curl Curl
Lagoon, the so-called ‘riparian zone'is an area of natural or near
natural vegetation along the banks which acts as a buffer between
the water and the developed world. If there was no riparian zone
acting as a filter, there would be nothing to stop the pollutants of
modern life getting into the water unchecked.

In fact, this is exactly what has been happening at Curl Curl for
many years — and is still happening to some extent now.

A healthy riparian zone forms both a physical and a biological
barrier that contains a diverse range of native vegetation — giving
the water the maximum chance of becoming and remaining clean,
Riparian vegetation is also an important habitat for some species
of native flora and fauna. Without it, these plants, animals and
birds simply wouldn’t survive in this area.

Curl Curl Lagoon Friends takes every opportunity to lobby
government at all levels about the importance of the riparian
zone. After much debate, it was generally agreed in 2001 that a
zone 40 metres wide (from the top of the bank) on either side of
Greendale Creek and Curl Curl Lagoon was to be designated as a
buffer zone and — over a period of time — further restored to
being a fully-fledged riparian zone. In some places, this can take
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