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Discovering the desert
How much do you know about the Austra-

lian Outback, the Red Centre?
The Great Australian desert is made of 

many interconnected desert eco-systems, 
each with their own unique features and 
names. Together they stretch from the 
coast of Western Australia right though the 
centre of the continent, until it butts into the 
Murray-Darling Basin and the Great Dividing 
Range on the East Coast.

About 18 per cent of Australia is classi-
fied as desert — that’s almost one fifth of the 
continent. If you include arid and semi arid 
regions that number jumps up to 70 per cent 
of the Australian mainland. Australia is the 
driest inhabited continent on earth.

As much as it dominates the country, only 
three per cent of Australians live in the desert 
and most Australians have never been inland 
to see it, 87 per cent of Australia’s population 
live within 50km of the coast.

Like most Aussies, I dreamed of taking 
that trip one day — doing the big lap driving 
the loop around Australia mostly along the 
coast, but also, going into the red centre, 
seeing Uluru. But, like most Aussies, I’d never 
gotten around to doing it. I had travelled to 
south-east Asia a couple of times, I’d been to 
Europe and America but I had never ventured 
into the vast interior of my own country. 

It wasn’t until I met someone involved in 
Desert Discovery, that I really thought about 
it seriously.

Desert Discovery is a not-for-profit group 
that organises a trip out to a very remote des-
ert location every two years. 

The people involved are all volunteers, 
covering their own expenses. Once out on 
site, they break into teams, like botany, inver-
tebrates, birds or mammals and reptiles. Each 
team has their own methods and processes 
and all of the data is ultimately shared with 
museums and universities.

I was invited to join their 2022 project in 
Yeo Lake Nature Reserve, Western Australia. 
It was a rare opportunity to get out into the 
desert with an interesting group of people. 

I wasn’t sure if anything would come of it, 
but I took along my sound recorder and my 
camera. I wasn’t there to observe nature, but 
rather to observe the observers. Capturing as 
much as I could about this amazing group of 
people, what they were finding and how they 
were finding it. 

I asked all the questions of a non-ecolo-
gist, non-scientist. Luckily everyone there had 
a wonderfully generous attitude and loved 
sharing knowledge.

Since then, I have spent the last few years 
sifting through hundreds of hours of audio 
and video to make the latest season of Salt-
grass, all about Desert Discovery. 

Each episode focuses on a different team 
and shares stories of people’s lives. We 
discuss citizen science, what they love about 

Castlemaine local and award-winning radio producer and podcaster Alison Hanly is getting set to launch a new series about Desert Discovery.
Her show, Saltgrass, airs on MainFM and most podcast apps, and focuses on sustainability, climate, nature, conservation, and how everyday 

people get involved. There are more than 100 episodes to listen to about our central Victorian community as well as this new series about 
Desert Discovery. In this piece, Alison shares some insights into her Desert Discovery experience...

the desert and, of course, the animals and 
plants they were finding out there.

Saltgrass airs on MainFM at 9am on 
Monday mornings and is available on most 
podcast apps. 

To find out more at saltgrasspodcast.com 
and desertdiscoveryinc.com.au

Alison has also just received funding 

create a season of Saltgrass around the Har-
court fires. She wants to talk to people from 
both Harcourt and Castlemaine and unpack 
experiences before, during and after. 

How people prepared, or didn't, how 
they responded in the moment and what 
thoughts and feelings it has left them with. 
Stay tuned for more details on this soon.

Alison Hanley’s Desert Discovery experience took her to the Yeo Lake Nature Reserve in 
Western Australia.
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Castlemaine Safe Space (CaSS) recently celebrated its fourth anniversary. Peer volunteers and the working group gathered to sing ‘Happy Birthday’, enjoy cake 

and acknowledge the milestone. Photo: Lisa Dennis. See story page 5.Safe Space turns 4!

Safe Space turns 4!

Councillors juggle camp concerns

Jade Jungwirth

Tuesday's monthly council meeting was 

more akin to a three-ringed circus than 

a local government meeting. Community 

members from both sides of the contro-

versial Camp Reserve debate filled the 

gallery, making their presence known by 

muttering their disapproval and applaud-

ing the councillors' performances. 

The newly appointed CEO (aka the 

ringmaster), Michael Annear, did his best 

to assist Mayor Toby Heydon, wielding his 

metaphorical chair and whip to contain 

councillors and audience members.

Public time topics hit all the high notes 

- opposition to McDonald's and concerns 

that without better regulatory controls, 

Castlemaine risks becoming a replica of 

suburbs like Sunshine or Kangaroo Flat. 

There was a not-so-subtle accusation by a 

member of Free Palestine Central Victoria 

that the council is giving preference to 

Jewish community members, and even a 

request for the council to wade into the 

complex issue of AI data centres. 

After a lot of back and forth between 

councillors and members of the public, the 

mayor brought the meeting back under 

control and attention turned to the head-

liner- the approval of the Camp Reserve 

planning application. 

*For those who missed Act 1 in May - the 

planning application came before the coun-

cillors, who split into two camps - those who 

had served previously and were in support 

of the application and the first-timers who 

were opposed. No official decision was made 

regarding next steps. After walking away to 

discuss, they tacked the item on the back of 

the meeting as special business, where it was 

decided to defer to a future meeting.* 

This brings us back to the second act 

on Tuesday, where Cr Matthew Driscoll 

stood firm in his support for the proposal.

"There were 106 objections and 96 

submissions in support. That level of 

interest tells us that Camp Reserve mat-

ters deeply to Castlemaine, as a sporting 

ground, public park, historic place and 

community gathering place," he said.

"Our responsibility tonight is to make 

a statutory planning decision. It is not 

a referendum determined by counting 

submissions."

He continued by addressing what he 

called the two most difficult aspects of 

the application: the tree removal and 

heritage.
"We should be candid: this proposal 

will cause a real and visible change to the 

landscape. It would be wrong to suggest 

that every tree proposed for removal is 

dead, unsafe or of little value," he said 

before outlining the specific trees which 

will be affected by the development.

Continued page 3.
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Did you catch the latest

Pick up your copy today or visit: castlemainemail.com.au

Trailblazers honoured
Maccas petition gains tractionCouncillors juggle Camp 

concerns

Tuesday's monthly council meeting was more akin to a 
three-ringed circus than a local government meeting. 

Community members from both sides of the controversial 
Camp Reserve debate filled the gallery, making their 
presence known by muttering their disapproval and 

applauding the councillors' performances.

Castlemaine-based artist Laura Woodward has 
installed Wildflowers, a permanent public artwork 
celebrating seven women who helped shape the 

region's cultural life. Known as the First Ladies of the 
Castlemaine Art Museum, the group established the 

organisation in 1913.

A petition against McDonald's bid to open a new restaurant 
on land located at the corner of Forest and Hargraves Streets 
in Castlemaine is fast gaining momentum. The petition on the 

Change.org platform had garnered 1390 signatures at the 
time of going to press.


