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Cloud hangs over future
of annual street party

MARK PHILLIPS

Merri-bek Council has deferred
a decision about the future of the
Sydney Road Street Party until
September, leaving a cloud hang-
ing over whether the event will
continue to be held annually.

Councillors agreed at their May
monthly meeting to postpone a
final decision on a proposal to
shake-up its festivals program
to allow more consultation about
the controversial plan to reduce
the frequency of the street party
to once every two years.

With a community backlash
brewing, most councillors in-
dicated they would be uncom-
fortable with cutting back on the

iconic event, which attracts tens
of thousands of visitors on the
first Sunday of March every year.

There was less support for con-
tinuing the Coburg Night Market
on an annual basis.

But councillors were unable to
reach a unified position to retain
the events as they are, leading to
a deferral for four months.

The postponement of a decision
about the street party came at the
end of a long debate in the council
chamber about the proposal for
what council staff describe as a
“refresh” of its festival program.

They have recommended cut-
ting both the Sydney Road Street
Party and the Coburg Night Mar-
ket — a more recent event held

over three consecutive weekends
in December at Bridges Reserve
— back to biennial events. If the
recommendation is adopted, it
would most likely mean the Syd-
ney Road event would not be held
again until 2028.

In a report to councillors, staff
said resources allocated to run-
ning the events in Brunswick and
Coburg every year should be real -
located to a new multi-day festi-
val in Glenroy and Fawkner

They said the street party,
which has been held annually
since 1991 apart from the Covid
years, posed logistical challenges
and absorbed too many resources
from being spent elsewhere.

The Brunswick Music Festival

and Carols by the Lake in Co-
burg would be retained as annual
events.

Among the reasons for reduc-
ing the frequency of the Sydney
Road Street Party is a concern
that too much of the council’s
festivals budget is spent south of
Bell Street.

“Currently less than 20% of the
festivals budget is spent outside
of Brunswick and Coburg,”the
report said.

“Due to budget and staffing
limitations, there is current-
ly no scope to increase festivals
proramming in the in the north
of the municipality without a

Continued page 8 »

Five years?
It’s gone
in a blink
of an eye

When Brunswick Voice began as

a blog in the Autumn of 2021,
there was no guarantee it would
last for six months, let alone five
years.

A year earlier, News Corp had
suddenly ceased publication of
the Moreland Leader, the final
iteration of a chain of local
newspapers that had included
the beloved Brunswick Sentinel.

Brunswick Voice sought to
be an antidote to the “news
desert” created by that paper’s
closure, driven by a belief that a
community like ours had stories
that continued to need to be told.

There was no certainty there
was an audience with an appetite
for local news, so aspirations for
the fledgling publication were
low. But here we are five years
later, and Brunswick Voice is not
only still publishing but is held
up as a model for a new type of
independent, community-based
media organisation.

Our mission remains
unchanged from day one: to
provide news and information
to residents in Brunswick
and Coburg through ethical,
independent journalism.

Half-a-decade of continuous
publishing both online and in
print is an achievement in a
tough environment when media
outlets continue to close and
scores of journalists lose their
jobs each year.

We’ve got this far as a
volunteer-run organisation
without any government funding
and are grateful for the support
of our advertisers and our
growing number of readers who
make a financial contribution
and whose names we publish in
an honour roll on page 14.

f
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Albanese pops

into Coburg for |

opening of new
medical clinic

MARK PHILLIPS

Prime Minister Anthony Alba-
nese made a brief surprise visit to
Coburg in March to open a new
Medicare Urgent Care Clinic.

Albanese joined the Member for
Wills, Peter Khalil, and the Assis-
tant Minister for Social Services
and the Prevention of Family Vi-
olence, Ged Kearney, to open the
new clinic ahead of its first day of
operation on March 23.

The clinic, located on Sydney
Road in the Coburg shopping
strip, will treat up to 60 patients
a day, allowing people with ur-
gent but non-life threatening
medical conditions to see a doctor
without an appointment.

It will also take pressure off
hospital emergency departments,
reducing waiting times and sav-
ing money.

The growing network of clinics
around Australia are a pet proj-
ect of Albanese’s, but the Syd-
ney Road centre has special sig-
nificance because of its location
within the electorate once held
his predecessor, Bob Hawke, who
established Medicare in 1984.

During last year’s federal elec-
tion campaign, Albanese pledged
to deliver 50 new clinics to take
the total around the country to
137 under the $644 million plan
to ensure 80% of Australians
have access to bulk-billed ur-
gent medical care within a 20
minute drive of their home. The
Brunswick clinic joins an existing
network of 28 clinics in Victoria,
including a venue in Northcote
which opened in January.

Upon his arrival at the Coburg
clinic, Albanese was greeted with
a cake bearing images of himself
and of Bob Hawke.

Brandishing a green Medicare
card, Albanese noted there was
a historical symmetry to his visit

to Wills, which was also Hawke’s
electorate.

“We remember one of the great
legacies of the Hawke govern-
ment was the creation of Medi-
care,” he said.

Khalil said the roll out of the
Urgent Care Clinic network across
Australia would be seen by future
generations as one the govern-

Above: Prime Minister Anthony Albanese cuts a ribbon to open the new Medicare Urgent Care Clinic flanked by
the Assistant Minister for Social Services and the Prevention of Family Violence, Ged Kearney, and the Member
for Wills, Peter Khalil.
Left: Henna Dhingra, regional nurse manager at ForHealth, inside the brand new clinic.
Right: a special cake greeted the Prime Minister at the opening of the clinic.

ment’s great achievements.

“Every person I speak to out
there on Sydney Road when I say
we’re opening up this new Medi-
care Urgent Care Clinic, their eyes
light up, they say this is fantas-
tic,” he said.

“We need this, being able to get
this kind of non-life threatening
but urgent care late at night, or
on weekends is a must for this
community.”

The Coburg clinic will ease
pressure on the Royal Melbourne

Hospital’s emergency depart-
ment, where about 29% of pre-
sentations in 2024-25 were for
semi-urgent or non-urgent con-
ditions.

The new clinic is at 444 Sydney
Road, just south of Bell Street. It
was previously used as a bank.

The clinic will be operated
by ForHealth, a private compa-
ny that has scores of GP, dental
and other general medical clinics
around Australia.

It will be open from 8am to

10pm every day of the week, in-
cluding public holidays and will
treat a range of injuries and ill-
nesses, including minor infec-
tions, sprains and sports injuries,
minor cuts, insect bites and rash-
es, mild burns, respiratory prob-
lems and gastroenteritis.

It will be fully bulk-billed so
patients have no out-of-pocket
expenses.

The CEO of ForHealth, Andrew
Cohen, said the Coburg clin-
ic would initially be staffed with

{Urpent Cars Gie |

two nurses and one doctor but
would quickly ramp up as de-
mand grew. In addition to more
urgent care staff, a free by-ap-
pointment General Practice clinic
will also open on the first floor of
the building later this year.

Cohen said that based on oth-
er similar clinics that ForHealth
manages, once it was at full op-
eration it was likely the Coburg
clinic would see about 22,000 pa-
tients a year.

He said the urgent care clinic
sat in the space between a Gen-
eral Practice and the emergency
department of a hospital, allow-
ing people to bypass their normal
doctor when they had an illness
or injury that needed treatment
immediately.

ForHealth’s data shows that
half of the patients who present
at the centres it operates would
have had to attend a hospital
emergency department if the ur-
gent care clinic did not exist.

“This gives people access to
a doctor when they need it and
takes the pressure off the hospi-
tal system.

“You will be able to come here
when it’s urgent, but not acute
and not life-threatening with
a broken arm, or a bad gash, or
something in your eye and get
treated on the spot.”

Cohen said people with serious
or life threatening conditions like
a heart attack or a stroke should
still seek care at a hospital.
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Council wary of fuel crisis budget risks

MARK PHILLIPS

Merri-bek Council is “alert but
not alarmed” about the potential
impact of the global fuel crisis on
next year’s budget.

The council will monitor the
volatile economic conditions over
coming months but has not al-
tered its plans since the begin-
ning of the crisis caused by the
US-Israel war on Iran which be-
gan in February and reached a
tentative peace deal in June.

The one concession has been to
set aside more than $326,000 in
next year’s budget as a contin-
gency against rising fuel prices
and other economic uncertainty.

Comprising just 0.13% of total
council expenditure, the funds
will be on standby should costs
rise more than expected.

Councillors approved the draft
budget at a special meeting on
April 15 but it has been overshad-
owed by the economic anxiety
created by the war and the block-
ade of oil through the strategical-
ly important Strait of Hormuz.

Mayor Nat Abboud said at this
stage there was no reason for the
council to panic.

“We think probably first or
second quarter [next financial
year] that’s when we might need
to say is there something we
need to respond to here or are we
good? ... It feels a bit uncertain
but it doesn’t feel like we’re in
the middle of a cost of living cri-
sis, it feels like we’re at the be-
ginning of one so we just have to
be ‘wait and see’.”

In her introduction to the 2026 -
27 budget, acting Merri-bek chief

executive officer Sue Vujcevic said
the council was closely monitor-
ing the economic environment.

“Any sustained volatility in
fuel prices will place pressure on
the cost to deliver services to the
community,” she said.

“Due to these factors, the as-
sumptions underpinning the
draft and the adopted budget may
lead to further changes. Council
will respond as required through
the budget: ensuring ongoing fi-
nancial stability, while maintain-
ing essential service delivery to
support the community.”

Abboud said the contingency of
$326,517 could be used to cover
unforseen cost increases but was
not the only option.

“Some of the things that are in
that budget are related to design
and they could be deferred for a

year if the rubber really hits the
road in that space,” she said.

“We’re watching what is hap-
pening with our tenders, whether
they’re coming in on budget or
under budget or over budget and
making sure that we consider that
things might cost more money
than we expect.”

The council is forecasting it will
finish this year with an under-
lying operating surplus (which
excludes capital and developer
contributions) of $18.2 million,
falling to $12.6 million next year.

Revenue is forecast to grow in
2026-27 by 5.9% to $301.9 mil-
lion while expenditure will in-
crease by 3.6% to $259.6 million.
Rates and charges will make up
70.8% of revenue.

Income from rates (includ-
ing property revaluations) will

grow by 4.7% to $181.5 million,
notwithstanding the state gov-
ernment cap on general rates of
2.75% next year.

That means the average resi-
dential property owner will pay
about $1961 next year, almost
unchanged from this year.

Spending on capital works will
increase by 33% to $91.6 million
next year, of which $53.3 million
is new funding.

Key capital projects include the
start of construction of the $12.6
million Brunswick Early Years
Hub in Albert Street due for com-
pletion in 2028; detailed design
of the $60 million Coburg library
and piazza so construction can
begin in 2028; $10.6 million for
roads and car park renewal and
maintenance; and $5.8 million
for transport infrastructure.

MARK PHILLIPS

It is one of the most significant
buildings in Melbourne’s inner
north, but after years of under-
use Merri-bek Council is looking
at ways to give the Brunswick
Town Hall a new lease of life as a
hub for artists.

Despite its striking
architecture and prominent
location, much of the Town
Hall building is empty most of
the time while elsewhere the
artistic community is crying out
for more spaces to perform and
practice their crafts.

With most of Merri-bek’s
administrative operations located
at the Coburg Civic Centre,
increased use by creative workers
is one possible future vision for
the Brunswick Town Hall.

Current plans are modest after
the council allocated $73,000
in next year’s budget for minor
building improvements and low-
key activation, but Mayor Nat
Abboud believes nothing should
be off the table about future
potential uses for the Town Hall.

Abboud said she would
like to see the building being
increasingly used as a medium-
sized performance venue
to complement the nearby
Brunswick Mechanics Institute
which is managed by the Next
Wave arts organisation.

“It’s just always empty,”
Abboud said.

“Sometimes there are small
weddings in here, but what
I would like to see is just
more scheduling of small
performances.

“That’s our best case scenario:
ticketed performances that are

Mayor Nat'Abboud at the entrance to the
Brunswick Town Hall in Sydney Road.

Plans underway to breathe life
back into Brunswick Town Hall

affordable and accessible for
people to just come and see stuff
that people are doing.”

Built in 1876 and extended
throughout the twentieth
century, the Town Hall

was Brunswick’s centre of

government until the merger

with the City of Coburg in 1994.

The building, which was
originally designed by Evander

Mclvor in a French Renaissance
revival style, survived plans in
the 1970s to demolish it and
replace it with a modern five-
storey building.

Community opposition by the
Brunswick Progress Association
meant the building was saved
and it continued to host council
meetings and staff for another
two decades.

Today the building has a small
customer service centre within
the large foyer, and its southern
wing is home to the Counihan
Gallery. The more recently built
western wing, which opens
onto Dawson Street, is now the
Brunswick Library.

But according to a report to
the council meeting in March
this year, the Town Hall is hardly

visited these days.

The report said the combined
customer service centre and
gallery average between 45 and
60 visits a day. The library, with
its separate entrance around the
corner, averages 580 visits a day.

There are also 15 empty office
spaces in the building.

“Brunswick Town Hall is a
significant building in Merri-
bek and making it more
inviting and better utilised
would have positive impact on
the community, particularly
the creative and artistic
community,” the report said,
noting that there was significant
unmet and ongoing need for
affordable spaces for artists to
work locally.

Council staff have proposed
several initiatives to get better
value from a major asset.

These include creating a
contemporary and welcoming
entrance to the Town Hall,
improving the amenity of
the foyer, providing artists’
residences in office spaces, and
increasing marketing of the
building as a venue for hire for
creative industries.

These minor projects would
cost $73,000 next year and
ongoing funding of $32,000 per
annum to 2030.

Future improvements
could include upgrading the
sound, lighting and blackout
infrastructure of the main hall
as a live performance venue and
encouraging more council staff
to hot desk in the Town Hall’s
office. Also in the background in
the next few years are potential
expansions of the library and the
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Pools staff told
to reapply for
jobs under new
operator

MARK PHILLIPS

Staff at the City of Merri-bek’s
pools and gymnasiums have had
to re-apply for their jobs and will
be subject to a probationary six-
month period when new opera-
tors take over in July.

Employment conditions will no
longer be governed by an enter-
prise agreement negotiated with
a union and instead they will
drop back to the standard indus-
try award.

Rather than transfer all current
staff as ongoing employees, they
have been required to re-apply
for their jobs regardless of their
length of service with no certain-
ty about receiving the same pay.

However, fears of large pay cuts
appear to have been allayed after
new operators Belgravia Leisure
privately assured staff they would
maintain wages at current levels.

Staff who have spoken to
Brunswick Voice said the long re-
cruitment process had created
some ill-feeling ahead of the July
1 changeover from the not-for-
profit Y Victoria to the private-
ly-owned Belgravia.

“It’s upset a lot of people [who
work there],” said one casual
worker who has now received an
offer of employment from Bel-
gravia.

The employee, who has worked
at the Brunswick Baths for two
decades, said staff had been
stonewalled for weeks when they
had tried to secure a commitment
from Belgravia about maintaining
wages at current levels.

Belgravia declined to comment,
instead referring all questions to
the council.

Belgravia, which has 250 ven-
ues under management around
Australia and New Zealand, was
awarded the four-year contract
to manage Merri-bek’s six pools
and leisure centres at a closed
council meeting in February.

The change of operator fol-
lowed a public tender process.

The council has not released
any further information about
the value of the contract or what

Belgravia offered to win the con-
tract, ending a 16-year relation-
ship with Y Victoria, the trading
name of the YMCA.

Unlike Y Victoria, which is a
registered charity, the new oper-
ator is a private company and is
part of the larger Belgravia Group
founded and owned by promi-
nent Melbourne businessman and
sporting identity Geoff Lord.

Belgravia began recruiting staff
in late March. Existing staff were
encouraged to re-apply for their
jobs and were required to lodge
an expression of interest by April
6 if they wanted to work for the
new operators.

Group interviews were con-
ducted later in April.

The original timetable for of-
fers of employment was the end
of April, but some staff only re-
ceived their offers at the end of
May.

All staff will be treated as a
new employee and subject to a
six-month probationary period
during which they will have no
protection from unfair dismissal.

While some longer-term em-
ployees will be able to carry over
their long service leave, other en-
titlements such as annual leave
and personal leave will be wiped
when they commence employ-
ment for Belgravia.

Communications from Belgra-
via to staff also confirmed that
under the new owners their pay
and conditions of employment
will be no longer be governed by
the YMCA staff agreement but
instead by the Fitness Industry
Award.

This led to initial fears of deep
pay cuts but staff say they have
since been given private commit-
ments this will not happen.

In a statement, the council said
it wanted to see a smooth transi-
tion of management to Belgravia.

“Wages and employment ben-
efits are private matters between
employers and staff; it would be
inappropriate for us to comment
through the media,” it said.

» Read more of this story online

“We're talking about my livelihood here,” says Jeremy Massa, owner of Acustico Café.

Small business owners fear rail
reconstruction could ‘kill us’

AVA WILCOX

Small business owners along
Brunswick’s Upfield corridor fear
for their survival during the ap-
proaching reconstruction into an
elevated railway and don’t yet
know how the state government
will support them.

Brunswick could be at risk of
losing unique small businesses
surrounding the Upfield rail line
due to disruption and reduced
patronage related to the Level
Crossing Removal Project (LXRP)
now set to start construction be-
tween 2027 and 2028.

While planning for the mas-
sive project to remove eight level
crossings along the 2 km stretch
of the Upfield line between Park
Street and Albion Street is still
underway, business owners in
the immediate area feel that little
focus has been given to them.

In a public update about the
project released by the LXRP, the
government stated that it would
work with local traders to man-
age the impacts of the construc-
tion on their businesses.

But so far, multiple business
owners have received no consul-
tation, leaving them in the dark
regarding how significantly they
could be affected or how the gov-
ernment will assist them.

“It’s going to be a significant
change for the entire area,” said

Sydney Road Business Associa-
tion manager Troy Stuchbree.

“We’re trying to make con-
nections with the right people
within the LXRP team so that
when we get closer to the kick-
off date of construction, we can
have pre-emptive conversations
about what that might look like
and how we can best support the
precinct.”

Although business owners who
spoke to Brunswick Voice saw the
project as positive in the long
term, they are concerned they
might not survive to reap its po-
tential benefits.

Jeremy Massa, owner of Actsti-
co Café on Union Street which
sits no more than 20 metres from
the rail line felt overlooked by
the government in the planning
process and believes the project
could very likely force him out of
business.

“Unless there’'s some sort
of compensation, some sort of
promise that I'm going to be
able to get by, I’'m going to have
to start again, which they don’t
think about,” Massa said.

“We’re talking about my liveli-
hood here.”

When asked what actions he
would like the government to
take to engage local businesses in
the planning process Massa said:
“It would be nice if they could
get someone down here to talk to

people who actually operate the
businesses because at the end of
the day, we matter.”

Massa said communication
from the project to nearby busi-
nesses like his had been non-ex-
istent.

Lux Foundry owner Daniel
Amato fears how the disruptive
construction of one of the line’s
two new stations neighbouring
him will affect his largely outdoor
café on Hope Street.

“That’s my biggest fear, you
know, it’s our ability to retain
customers based on the noise
levels.”

Reggie Campbell, the owner of
the Victoria Hotel raised similar
concerns, specifically around the
closure of roads crossing the rail-
way line.

“If roads are blocked off and
[customers] are walking to the
pub, they just might go some-
where else,” he said.

A spokesperson for the LXRP
said the project team would sup-
port local traders by forming
dedicated information lines, re-
ferring the project’s workforce
to affected businesses, institut-
ing additional marketing on their
behalf, and arranging activation
events and programs to stimulate
business.

Whether these measures will be
enough to keep local small busi-
nesses open, time will tell.

AHOMEYOU GAN AFFORD
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going up and too many people still can't
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Off-street car parking to make
way for new publlc open space

Most of a public car park in
Brunswick will be absorbed into
community open space after
Merri-bek Council endorsed the
preferred design of the planned
new Sydney Road park.

The design avoids the closure of
Staley Street, which was bitterly
opposed by local residents and
the St Vasilios Greek Orthodox
Church, but will mean the loss of
18 off-street parking spaces.

They will be replaced with a
new configuration of on-street
parking on the south-western
section of Staley Street, which
will become angled rather than
parallel. Council staff say this will
result in a net increase in the area
of two spots to a total of 59.

The changes would result in 17
new free two-hour parking spac-
es on Staley Street and shift five
business permit spaces onto the
street.

Part of the off-street car park
will be retained with 15 paid
bays and two spots for accessible
parking.

This means that the new park,
which will include vacant land
bought by the council at 568 Syd-
ney Road (opposite Hope Street),
will have a total area of 1550
square metres.

The proposed approach was
adopted by the council at its
March meeting following pub-
lic consultation last year which
raised the hackles of many local
residents, including St Vasilios’
parishioners.
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Father Ephraim Kourtoglou with members of the St Vailios Greek Orthodox Church on the site of the current car
park, had opposed the closure of Staley Street to increase the size of the new public park.

The church community had
been totally opposed to the clo-
sure of Staley Street, which was
one of three options put forward
for public feedback.

Closing the street would have
allowed a larger park of about
2000 square metres but the
church said this would have made
it inaccessible to the church’s el-
derly parishioners. But while
they won the battle to keep Staley
Street open, the option chosen by
the council is still the least pre-

ferred by the church.

“The loss of existing [off-
street] car spaces means that
these spaces will never be avail-
able again and replacing them
with on-street parking allows
the potential for them to be con-
verted to permit parking at a lat-
er point in time,” said St Vasilios’
parish committee vice-president
Peter Nikolakakos.

“On top of this it will also place
additional pressure on the al-
ready limited parking in the area,

to the detriment of shoppers, vis-
itors and local residents.”

The final approach which was
adopted by a vote of 7-3 in-
cludes a guarantee that any fu-
ture changes to parking in Staley
Street — including the introduc-
tion of residential permit-only
parking — would need to come
back to the council chamber for
approval.

The new park will not open for
another two years and will cost
about $1.1 million.

Union bans

MARK PHILLIPS

Industrial action by union mem-
bers seeking a new pay deal
caused major delays to rubbish
collection services in parts of the
north of Merri-bek.

The bans on council rubbish
collection services were part of a
co-ordinated campaign by mem-
bers of the Austraian Services
Union, who are seeking a 22%
pay rise in enterprise bargaining.

Households south of Bell Street
saw less disruption because their
household rubbish collection is
managed by a private contractor,
not the council directly.

Workers at Merri-bek have
joined with staff from another

cause havoc for rubbish collection

seven councils in pursuit of an
historic multi-employer agree-
ment. They want a pay rise of
10% in the first year of a new
agreement, followed by 12% in
the subsequent three years.

The bans were temporarily
suspended in late-April as ne-
gotiations continued between the
ASU and the eight councils.

But as the dispute continued
into Winter, union members were
preparing to ramp up their ac-
tion again. On June 10, they held
a community protest outside the
Coburg Civic Centre before the
council's June meeting.

And on June 17, Merri-bek
workers joined colleagues from
the other councils for a march

and rally outside Parliament
House in the CBD.

The union says the initial 10%
is needed to bring workers back
to where they would have been if
pay had kept pace with the cost
of living over the past four years

Industrial action has also in-
cluded workers in libraries, park-
ing inspectors, street sweeping
and parks and gardens.

Merri-bek has allocated $124.1
million to employee costs in its
2026-27 budget, which rep-
resents a 4.4% increase from this
year, less than half of what union
members are seeking to ‘“catch
up” for inflation.

The union claims there is room
in the council’s finances to invest

more in its workforce.

“Workers at Merri-bek are not
asking for anything extraordi-
nary,” said ASU acting branch
secretary Zoe Edwards.

“They are asking for wages that
keep pace with the cost of living,
and councillors who were elected
to represent this community have
both the power and the responsi-
bility to make that happen.”

Merri-bek’s acting chief exec-
utive officer, Sue Vujcevic, said
the council continued to negoti-
ate in good faith.

“While we acknowledge the le-
gal right of the ASU to take pro-
tected industrial action, any ad-
verse effects on our community
are regrettable,” she said.

Labor opts
for fresh
face for
election

LABOR has chosen Gabriel Ste-
ger, an adviser to federal Minis-
ter Ged Kearney, as its candidate
for Brunswick at this year’s state
election.

Steger, 31, currently works as
an adviser on national policy to
prevent gender-based violence
in the office of Kearney, the As-
sistant Minister for the Preven-
tion of Family Violence and MP
for Cooper on the eastern side of
Merri Creek.

Steger grew up in the inner
suburbs of Melbourne and has
lived in Brunswick for three years
as a renter in a share house.

According to a biography pub-
lished online, Steger (pictured)
holds a Bachelor of Arts degree
from Melbourne University and
speaks Mandarin Chinese. He has
been involved with several com-
munity organisations, including

the Asylum Seeker Resource Cen-
tre, United Nations Association of
Australia, Community and Pub-
lic Sector Union and the Young
Workers Centre.

Steger has also worked at the
Department of the Prime Minister
and Cabinet, the Attorney-Gen-
eral’s Department, and Asialink
Business.

He faces an uphill battle to win
Brunswick, which is held by the
Greens with a 13.7% margin but
the retirement of popular current
MP Tim Read may open the door
to Labor winning back the seat.

Merri-bek councillor and for-
mer Mayor Adam Pulford has
been selected for the Greens af-
ter Read announced in Febru-
ary that he would not be seeking
re-election so he could focus on
his health after being diagnosed
with skin cancer.
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Fall in crime rate defies statewide trend

As crime rose across Victoria last
year, Brunswick and Coburg de-
fied the statewide trend.

Crime fell in 2025 by 5.7% in
the three suburbs that make
up Brunswick and by 5.3% in
Coburg, even while it increased
by 4% overall in Victoria.

The results for the 12 months
to December 31 brought to an
end three years of growth of
local crime since the end of Covid
lockdowns.

Across the three Brunswick
postcodes, the number of
criminal incidents recorded by
the Victorian Crime Statistics
Agency for the full year fell to
4091. Crime seems to have fallen
significantly in the latter part
of the year as Victoria Police
began to devote more resources
to frontline policing under new
Chief Commissioner Mike Bush.

In Brunswick and Coburg, police
have mounted two operations
this year targeting crime in retail
precincts which have identified
dozens of offences, including
the seizure of a machete and the
charging of serial thief.

The fall in the aggregated
figures for the three postcodes
was driven by double-digit
declines in property damage
and burglaries, while there was
a small increase in the largest
crime category of theft to 2260
incidents for the year.

In total, property related crimes
fell by 7.7% to 3199 incidents;
crimes against the person such
as assault, robbery or threatening
behaviour, fell by 1.9% to 473
incidents; and drug offences fell
by 6.3% to 74.

But across the three postcodes,

A man is taken into custody during Operation Midday at Barkly Square in April. Photo: Victoria Police

there was a 29.5% increase
in breaches of family violence
orders to 145 incidents, and a
3.1% increase of breaches of
intervention orders to 35.

Fifty-six per cent of all criminal
incidents were recorded in the
Brunswick postcode (3056),
which had a total of 2311 in 2025.
This was a 5.6% decline.

In Brunswick East (3057), 785
crimes were reported, a decline
of 15.1%, while in Brunswick
West (3055), the statistics agency
recorded 995 incidents, an in-

crease of 3.1% from 2024.

The most prevalent type of
crime was thefts from cars, with
890 incidents recorded in 2025,
an increase of 9.7%.

Motor vehicle thefts were
virtually unchanged at 278
incidents, and bike thefts fell by
9.2% to 282 incidents.

Retail theft rose by 10.9% to
296 incidents while criminal
damage (excluding  graffiti)
incidents fell by 35.9% to 273.

Assaults and related offences,
including family violence in-

cidents, decreased by 5.1% to 298
incidents.

In Coburg and Coburg North,
which share the same 3058
postcode, crime also fell in 2025
by 5.3% to 2977 incidents.

Assaults and related offences
in the two suburbs fell by
13% to 221 incidents; property
damage declined by 28.2% to 249
incidents; and burglaries fell by
6.1% to 306.

But theft crimes rose by 3.9%
to 1550 incidents. Thefts from
cars were unchanged at 666

incidents while stolen cars rose
by 3.5% to 231. There were also
231 retail thefts, which was no
change from last year.

Police operations in Brunswick
and Coburg this year have
concentrated on stealing and
other criminal activities in retail
precincts.

Operation Midday, which was
conducted in Brunswick and
Coburg in mid-April, resulted in
10 people being arrested for theft,
obtaining financial advantage by
deception and drug possession,
while another 20 outstanding
warrants and six whereabouts
were cleared.

The four-day operation
involved police working with
retail loss prevention officers and
security staff in a co-ordinated
effort to target people stealing
from local stores and prevent
other crime.

Merri-bek Local Area Com-
mander, Inspector Tim Jacobs,
said police would continue to
mount operations against retail
theft.

“Retail theft is certainly not
a victimless crime, with staff
and bystanders experiencing
aggression and intimidation
during these incidents,” he said.

“We are very focused on
ensuring our local retailers are
safe, and ensuring these are safe
places for people to visit.

“Operations like this will
continue to prevent retail theft
from occurring in the first place,
and allow us to respond quickly
to apprehend thieves.”

It was the second time
Operation Midday had been
conducted this year.
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Relief after
‘guerilla garden’
gets all clear
from chemicals

MARK PHILLIPS

The collective that operates a
popular “guerilla garden” in Co-
burg say the project is here to
stay after it was cleared of any
chemical contamination.

The future of the Radicle Roots
Commons at De Chene Reserve
had been in doubt after Mer-
ri-bek Council fenced off the site
in late-March over concerns that
its soil could contain harmful
Perfluoroalkyl and Polyfluoroal-
kyl Substances (PFAS).

But test results have not de-
tected dangerous levels of PFAS in
either the soil or produce grown
in the garden and the fence that
surrounded the site throughout
April has since been removed.

However, the period when it
was closed has left the collective
scrambling to prepare the garden
beds for Winter.

Representatives of the Gue-
rilla Gardening Naarm collective
which established the garden
in December 2023 said the sup-
port from the local community
during the enforced closure had
strengthened their determination
to continue the project.

“The public response was pret-
ty incredible,” said Bella Ford,
who has been involved in the
Radicle Roots Commons since the
beginning.

“Everyone who came down
to chat and ask questions about
what was happening was out-
raged at the lack of transparen-
cy and communication from the
council and people were stressing
how important these community
places were for them.

“People said they were feeling
frustrated that a grassroots space
trying to grow food was treated
like we were treated and that this
was happening during a cost of
living and climate crisis ... It was

very sad and stressful but made
me feel deeply in the power of the
community.”

Teddy Ditze, another founding
member of the collective, said the
group was grateful that Mayor
Nat Abboud and Councillor Sue
Bolton had both offered encour-
agement during the period when
access was restricted.

“The garden is in need of a lot
of love because we haven’t been
able to access it for two of the
most important growing months
of the year but we are as strong
as we were at the start and will
continue to be as strong as ever
and not let a council fence slow us
down,” she said.

The drama began in late-March
when the council informed the
collective without any forewarn-
ing that the site would be fenced
off from the public while testing
could be done for PFAS.

PFAS — sometimes known as
“forever chemicals” because they
don’t break down naturally, are
common in commercial — con-
sumer and industrial products
and have been found in food and
drinking water. At very high lev-
els they can be dangerous to hu-
man, animal and plant health.

With the test results still un-
known, Guerilla Gardening Naarm
mobilised supporters and at a
council meeting in April pleaded
for the garden to continue.

“Obviously it was alarming
to see that fencing [go] up and
without much notice given, it’s
definitely not something you
would hope to see at a garden
that’s providing so much for the
community on a regular basis,”
Marcus Belmore, another found-
ing member of the collective, said
at the council meeting.

It took almost another month
before the final results were
shared with the collective.

A council spokesperson con-
firmed that testing ‘“identified
no detectable contamination in
the sampled produce, indicat-
ing that vegetables grown at the
garden are considered low risk

for consumption”. Within days of
the test results being known, the
collective removed the fencing
themselves.

When they finally regained ac-
cess to the garden in May, it was
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“a mess” and full of weeds, said
Ford, who works in horticulture.

“The fence went up in a critical
time of transition from summer
to Winter crops. I don’t feel like
we lost specific crops but we’re

Cloud hanging over future of annual Sydney Road party

Continued from page 1

redesign of the festival program
in its entirety.

“The proposed festival program
refresh seeks to redistribute some
resources to the north of the mu-
nicipality to enable a significant
annual festival and increased op-
portunities for participation for
artists and audiences.”

The report said the Brunswick
and Coburg events were both also
at risk of extreme weather and
provide limited opportunities
for artists apart from live music.
Council staff were also concerned
about the increased compliance
costs of a large festival program
shoehorned into the period be-
tween November and March.

“The refreshed festival pro-
gram will have a significant pos-
itive impact on residents in cur-
rently under serviced areas of the
municipality, creating a festival
centred on community participa-
tion and accessibility and driving
new opportunities for social con-

nection,” it said.

Sydney Road Brunswick As-
sociation manager Troy Stuch-
bree said axing the annual event
would be a big loss and the pro-
posal had been sprung on traders
with no advance notice.

In a strongly worded message
to traders, the association warned
cutting the event would detract
from marketing of the precinct,
dampen business activity and
“remove a sense of community,
affinity, and annual collective
celebration”.

“It’s an event that really kicks
off the year for Sydney Road
Brunswick and an event that
every year business and traders
look forward to not just because
it attracts people to come to the
area but because it’s such a cele-
bration of the community and the
different facets of it,” Stuchbree
said.

“It would be disappointing if it
did become every two years.”

At the May council meeting,
Bababi Djinanang ward council

Crowds at this year's event. Photo: llana Rose

lor Sue Bolton sought to have the
Sydney Road Street Party pre-
served as an annual event but to
move the Coburg Night Market to
a biennial event from this year.
She said a large annual event
like the Sydney Road Street Party
was needed for social cohesion.
“This process has been really

bad where a lot
of people have
only found out
[about the pro-
posed changes]
through the
media once a
council agen-
da was made
public,” Bolton
said.

“We need
to resolve this
this year rather
than dawdling
to next year.”

Councillor
Adam Pulford
said deferring a
a decision any longer would cre-
ate further uncertainty.

Pulford said the Sydney Road
Street Party had a deep histo-
ry and was Merri-bek’s premier
community event, drawing visi-
tors from across Melbourne.

“There’s a clear and over-
whelming call from our commu-

nity to say let’s keep this as an
annual event, it’s so important
for us,” he said.

But other councillors said they
wanted more time to consult with
the broader community about any
changes to the festivals program,
resulting in a deferral of any de-
cision until September.

Mayor Nat Abboud, who had
advocated putting off a deci-
sion about the future of the an-
nual events for even longer un-
til next February, said she could
not support any proposal that
reduced festivals activity in her
Coburg-based ward, such as the
Night Market.

Abboud said she was concerned
the future of the festivals would
become a “political football” in
the upcoming state election cam-
paign and that the issue was pit-
ting the north and the south of
the city against each other.

The proposal to cut the fre-
quency of the street party has
also been condemned by Wills MP
Peter Khalil.
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Above: Bella Ford (left) and Teddy
Ditze get back to work with other
volunteers at the Radicle Roots
Commons in Coburg.

Far left: Marcus Belmore (left) and
Luis Varney at the fenced off garden
site in April.

Left: a sign at the garden outlines
the group’s philosophy.

far behind in preparing for win-
ter crops like brassicas and gar-
lic and peas. If you plant them
in the ground when it’s too cold,
you won’t have a crop. I'm wor-
ried we have missed some of that
time for crop rotation.”

Ditze, who spoke at the April 8
meeting, said the wait for the test
results had been a nervous period.

She said the group had con-
ducted its own soil testing for
heavy metals and chemicals be-
fore it established the garden
more than two years ago but PFAS
were an unknown quantity be-

cause of their prevalence, includ-
ing in the water supply.

“We knew we had done all we
could to make the garden safe but
we can’t control [the presence of]
PFAS,” she said.

“We had been responsible by
doing soil testing before [start-
ing the garden] and all the inputs
going into the garden are organ-
ic and safe for consumption but
there’s always an element of risk
when you do urban gardening.”

Guerilla Gardening Naarm has
had an uneasy relationship with
the council since the Commons
were first planted without official
permission in December 2023 on
public land near the Merri Creek.

It has since grown to encom-
pass a space of about 600 square
metres with an array of crops in-
cluding vegetables, fruit, herbs
and flowers.

All produce grown at the gar-
den is made freely available to the
local community to pick for their
own kitchen tables.

Ford said it was possible that
the history of the garden being
started without any official con-
sent may have set the group on a
collision course with the council.

“We're a guerilla garden and
they [the council] don’t have
much say or control over what
we’re doing here,” she said.

“I have asked them [council
staff] multiple times if they are
planning to test any other gar-
dens for PFAS and they said no, so
it definitely felt targeted to us.”

For that reason, Guerrilla Gar-
dening Naarm is also wary of
entering any written agreement
with the council to formalise its
existence because it would be
contrary to its own philosophy of
self-determination.

Ford said she and others were
keen to move on from the crisis
and refocus on the reasons why
the garden was started in the first
place.

Samantha Bond, who lives in a
townhouse near the garden, said
it was a beloved community hub
and the collective must have a say
about its future.

“People of all generations, cul-
tures, beliefs have joined togeth-
er to create this incredible har-
monious, respecful and abundant
garden for everyone to share,”
she said. “I’'m so incredibly
grateful to have the garden in my
life and my community. We want
the garden to grow and be shared
for many generations to come.”

Council urges Minister
to reject Brunswick
Market townhouses

The state government should re-
ject an application to build new
townhouses on part of the former
Brunswick Market because it is
an underdevelopment of the site,
says Merri-bek Council.

The developers have bypassed
the council by applying directly to
Planning Minister Sonya Kilken-
ny for a permit to build 43 town-
houses on the car park land at the
back of the shuttered market.

But the council has urged the
Minister to refuse the permit be-
cause it is not making the best use
of a prime parcel of land in the
Breese Street precinct between
Sydney Road and the Upfield rail-
way line.

While it has no power over the
decision, the council says the site
should be used to develop a high-
er density project than what is
proposed.

Voting unanimously against
the project at their monthly Plan-
ning and Related Matters meeting
in April, councillors also criticised
the small proportion of affordable
housing proposed as part of the
development.

Brunswick Market Develop-
ments Pty Ltd — an offshoot of
Canberra-based builders Molon-
glo — is seeking a permit for 38
two and three storey three and
four bedroom townhouses and
five single bedroom townhouses
on the 2300 square metre site at
the corner of William and Breese
streets.

The single room dwellings
would be designated as affordable
housing sold at an 18% discount
to market value.

The site would be fully occupied
by housing with no commercial
or retail offering, and the devel-
oper has also sought an exemp-
tion from all car parking require-
ments. The project is valued at
$19.3 million.

The site is within the Bruns-
wick activity centre where pre-
ferred building height limits were

recently increased to a minimum
of 12 storeys following the state
government’s planning changes.

As a key stakeholder, the coun-
cil has made a submission to the
Planning Minister not to grant a
permit on the grounds that the
project is an underdevelopment
of a key site, the homes are poor-
ly designed, and the affordable
housing offer is “inadequate in
design, integration, certainty and
discount”.

A report by council staff said
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than 5% of the total project, was
inappropriate.

Five objections had been re-
ceived against the proposal.

Councillor Adam Pulford said
the project should be rejected on
several counts.

“It seems to not make great
use of that site right in the heart
of central Brunswick so close to
public transport ... So I'd be sur-
prised if the Minister approves
this with her government’s gen-
eral move to be encouraging more
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An artists' impression of the townhouse project.

the development would not only
fail to provide enough new hous-
ing close to shops, services and
public transport, but would also
fail to deliver any new jobs after
construction was finished be-
cause it had no commercial or re-
tail component.

Other recently completed proj-
ects in the Breese Street precinct,
such as the Nightingale Village,
are mid-rise apartment buildings
rather than town houses.

Council staff said there would
be no improvement to pedestrian
amenity as a result of the devel-
opment and the affordable hous-
ing offer, which makes up less

homes in activity centres partic-
ularly near public transport.”

A spokesperson for Molonglo,
which bought the site in 2020 for
a reported $17 million, said the
company remained committed
to delivering new housing on the
site.

“We’re disappointed with [the]
council’s position, particularly
given the need for more well-de-
signed, medium-density housing
in Brunswick,” they said.

“The project delivers 43 new
homes on a site that currently
has none, meaningfully increas-
ing density while retaining an in-
timate scale.”

INNER NORTH
COMMUNITY
FOUNDATION

innernorthtfoundation.org.au
03 8689 1967
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Kerbside EV charger could be a
game changer for the inner city

MARK PHILLIPS

When Declan Kelly moved to
Brunswick earlier this year, he
had one major concern: how to
charge his electric car.

Living previously on the New
South Wales central coast, Kel-
ly had the luxury of off-street
parking which meant he could
recharge the battery of his Tesla
3 whenever he wished.

But the early-20th century ter-
race house he and wife Gabrielle
bought in a narrow Brunswick
Street only had kerbside park-
ing so he faced the challenge of
having to find a public EV charger
every time the battery was low.

The problem has been solved by
an innovative retractable over-
head boom that allows a cable
to run from Kelly’s home power
supply above the footpath to the
car parked in the street out the
front.

It takes Kelly just a couple of
minutes to swing the boom out
from its position near his front
gate and plug the cable into his
car. Looming 2.5 metres above
the ground, it is high enough that
some pedestrians walking on the
footpath outside his house don’t
even notice it is there.

And when he is finished, all
Kelly has to do is fold the boom
back into place until next time.

The boom and cable rig was
installed at Kelly’s house as part
of a trial of the new system being
conducted by Merri-bek Council.

If successful, it could provide a
solution to overcome one of the
biggest barriers preventing EV
uptake in the inner city.

The council was approached
last year by Vehicle Charging
Solutions Australia, an in-
ner Melbourne-based company,
about trialling its boom-mounted
technology.

Since the trial began in Sep-
tember, nine chargers have been
installed with another five to be
operational soon.

Ninety-three EV owners have
lodged expressions of interest in
being part of the trial.

To take part in the trial, EV
owners must obtain a permit
from the council and pay for the
installation of the charger and
the boom out of their own pocket.

The first stage of the trial is re-
stricted to properties that do not
fall inside a heritage overlay.

Declan Kelly uses the overhead boom to charge his Tesla outside his house in Brunswick.

The council says the advantage
of the overhead boom is it avoids
the risk of power cables strewn
across a footpath, which can be
a trip hazard, and requires virtu-
ally no public infrastructure up-
grades.

Declan Kelly has driven a Tes-
la for about three years but ad-
mits to being worried about how
he would charge it after he and
Gabrielle bought their house in
Brunswick. Their weatherboard
terrace house is typical in having
no off-street parking.

But Kelly said the boom system
was ideal for his situation where
he parked his car close to the
front of his house.

“We’re chuffed with it,” Kelly
said. “Neither of us drive to work,
so we use it [the charger] may-
be once a week. This is so con-
venient for us because otherwise
we would have to go and find a
public charger but now we don’t
have to think about it anymore.”

The global fuel crisis caused by
the US-Israel war on Iran has led
to a surge in sales of EVs in Aus-

tralia but charging infrastructure
is not keeping up with the in-
crease in demand.

In Merri-bek, the council pro-
vides 26 public EV charging sta-
tions, capable of charging 31 elec-
tric vehicles at the same time.

Originally free to use, they
now carry a small fee. Some un-
derground car parks — such as
at the East Brunswick Village or
Pentridge shopping centres —
also provide public chargers.

Merri-bek is the first council
in Australia to trial the new VCS
One unit that was designed and
developed by two neighbours and
EV enthusiasts in Moonee Ponds.

The trial will take nine months
after which the council expects it
will be able to make an assess-
ment of its suitability as a long-
term solution.

Kelly is confident about the po-
tential of the boom charger and
believes the $4000 cost of in-
stallation and connection to his
household power supply is worth
it as it will increase the value of
his house.

He also believes it provides a
solution to overcome the uncer-
tainty about how to charge their
car that is holding people back
from buying an EV.

The boom charger is one of
two options being investigated by
Merri-bek to allow EV owners to
charge their cars while parked on
the street.

The second trial, which has only
just begun, is of pole-mounted
chargers.

These consist of small boxes
attached to power poles with a
charging cable running from the
box to a car parked in a dedicated
space adjacent to the pole. Each
charger is able to charge two ve-
hicles at a time.

The chargers are operated by
private companies and for a fee
can supply power up to a speed
of 22 kW. They are being trialled
at 19 locations in Merri-bek, in-
cluding 16 sites south of More-
land Road.

More than 100 of these
pole-mounted chargers have al-
ready been installed in NSW.

Council puts brakes on

Merr-bek Council has “paused”
plans to introduce a shared
electric bike scheme after being
left behind by neighbouring
councils that have already put
schemes in place.

At their April meeting,
councillors decided not to go
ahead with the program because
it was no longer feasible to do so.

A report to the council meeting
said the lack of a co-ordinated
approach by inner city councils
had created uncertainty about
the viability of the scheme.

At the core of the council’s
concerns was that e-bikes
would not be compatible across
municipal boundaries, and
this reduced the benefits of an
integrated network.

Merri-bek first began talking
to other neighbouring councils
about a joint shared e-bike and
e-scooter network in the middle
of 2024 and that year allocated
almost $80,000 towards the
program.

The council was confident it
would be able to offset the costs
of the network through fees paid
by shared e-bike operators.

But despite authorising council
staff to go ahead in August
last year, the scheme never got
to the trial stage. It had to be
reduced in scope after the City of
Melbourne tore up its contracts
with shared e-scooter operators
in 2024 due to constant
complaints about antisocial
behaviour and dangerous riding.

shared e-bike scheme

Meanwhile, other councils
went ahead with their own
schemes.

The cities of Yarra, Darebin,
Melbourne, Port Phillip and
Stonnington have all advanced
to trials, mostly with e-bike
operator Lime, and Yarra has
begun the procurement phase for
permanent shared e-bikes.

Council staff said proceeding
with the scheme now would
expose Merri-bek to greater
delivery, financial and
reputational risk.

They said that without an
integrated approach so e-bikes
were compatible across council
boundaries, the benefits of using
them would be reduced.

There had also been only

lukewarm interest from shared
e-bike operators because of
Merri-bek’s requirement that
they would have to fully fund
on-street infrastructure.

Merri-bek’s scheme was
predicated on an entirely on-
street parking model which
would have resulted in the loss
of up to 150 parking spaces for
cars and motorbikes.

Councillor Adam Pulford, who
was Mayor when the multi-
council scheme was first floated
in 2024, said it was possible it
could be revisited at some time
in the future.

“It’s a shame that it’s played
out in this way, especially when
we’re entering a fuel crisis,”
Pulford said.

New CEO
arrives at
Merri-bek
Council

Merri-bek Council’s new CEO,
Kate McCaughey, began in her
position on June 15.

McCaughey was selected for
the role following a nationwide
search for a replacement for
Cathy Henderson, who resigned
last September to head up Work-
Safe Victoria.

McCaughey, who was previ-
ously Director of Community Ser-
vices at Boroondara Council in the
eastern suburbs, has an extensive
resume over 25 years in the public
and private sector, in community
services as well as infrastructure
planning and delivery.

Trained as an urban planner,
she has previously held execu-
tive positions at Whittlesea and
Moonee Valley councils.

Mayor Nat Abboud said the
Chief Executive Officer recruit-
ment process had been extensive
and thorough.

“Kate was chosen from an ex-
tremely impressive field of can-
didates, reflecting the strong

reputation and future potential of
our organisation,” Abboud said.
McCaughey said she was look-
ing forward to her new job.
She will become the sixth
CEO since the municipality was
formed in 1994.

New council CEO Kate McCaughey.

Changes to
household
rubbish

Merri-bek will move to a fort-
nightly household rubbish service
in the second half of 2027 after
councillors approved the change
in June.

The reduction from a week-
ly service will be accompanied
by the roll-out of new bins al-
most twice the size of the current
standard household bin.

It will be the final stage of
changes to rubbish services over
recent years following the intro-
duction of a four-bin system and
booked hard rubbish collections.

Council staff say the move is
necessary to reduce the amount
of household waste that goes to
landfill and to encourage more
recycling.

The new fortnightly service
will be introduced between July
and October next year. All house-
holds will be provided with a new
140 litre bin.
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il Freeman, who was a
Gtowering figure in the

development of progressive
Brunswick in the late-20th
century, passed away on March
25 aged 85.

Freeman was influential in the
establishment and development
of CERES in Brunswick East in
the early-1980s as an old tip on
the banks of the Merri Creek was
converted into an urban farm
and environmental park.

Even earlier, as chairman of
the Brunswick Community Group
in the mid-1970s, it was at
Freeman’s instigation that local
residents came together to clean
up the creek and its surrounds,
turning it into the community
asset it is today.

He also co-founded and was
the first principal of the Sydney
Road Community School in 1972.

Freeman and his wife Meredith
moved to south Gippsland in
the 1990s and ran a successful
organic farming and retail
business for many years.

Gil Freeman was awarded an
Order of Australia Medal in 2023
for service to conservation and
the environment.

He died on March 25 after a
short illness.

A celebration of his life was
held at Korumburra on April 25.

In recognition of his
contribution to the area,
Brunswick Voice has gathered
tributes from several close
friends and colleagues of Gil
Freeman.

Gil was ‘a big tree’

At CERES we often speak of
big trees in our community,
people who over years have
provided the space, the
nourishment and inspiration
for those around them to
grow and thrive.

Gil Freeman was one of
those big trees at CERES,
in Brunswick and more
recently South Gippsland.

Gil Freeman served as
chair at CERES for its first
two years.

In November last year
along with his fellow
founders and elders Gil
told stories about CERES’
early days of ‘Sunday
Funday’ working bees where
hundreds came to help clean
up and rehabilitate the old
tip site.

Always a big picture
person, Gil reminded his
audience that the purpose
of CERES back then was to
look ahead at the things our
community would need in 10
years, to be brave and bring
them to life.

So many of those ideas,
experiments and programs
established by this group
all those years ago have
become mainstream and
inspired so many other
groups, communities and
governments to take action
of their own.

Gil Freeman was always
a collaborator, a co-founder
and a creator of coalitions.

Son of a Methodist
minister, Gil grew up in
a culture based around
service and collective social
activism.

It was in church halls,

Gilbert Harold Freeman, March 28, 1940-March 25, 2026

Tributes to a champion of modern

A passion for social justice

About 300 people attended

the Gil Freeman Gathering at
Korumburra on Anzac Day. Gil
had hoped that his death might
create another opportunity for
people to gather and share hopes
and concrete ideas for the future.

Several folk reminded us of
Gil’s impact in their lives. Gil’s
younger brother Alan, often
drafted into babysitting Gil and
Meredith’s three boys, found
the Freeman household to be
his second home. Family was an
important social unit for Gil.

Jyoti Blencowe reflected on
Gil’s impact on her family.

Gil once again proved to be

the teacher and always took

the opportunity to explore his
watercolour painting techniques
with Jyoti’s two young
daughters.

“In the last year, Gil’s
influence on our family took a
closer turn with the beginning
of watercolour lessons for our
girls,” she said.

“Again, it started as a small
gesture of generosity. Gil sharing
his beautiful skill with a paint
brush on a cool Sunday morning
in his back studio room. The
influence of the painting
sessions also soon rippled out.
They became highly anticipated,
and much-loved hours spent
captivated in that room.

“From the moment we arrived
at Tarnuk (Arawata), walking in
the gate and being greeted by Gil
waiting for us with a twinkle in
his eye. Wondering what he had
planned, what magic would be
created — both on paper and in
life philosophy.

“The girls would listen like
Gil was a respected teacher, but
also like he had become an extra,

Top: portrait of Gil Freeman by Shaun Freeman. Left: an early ‘Sunday Funday’ working bee at CERES. Gil Freeman is circled. Photo: CERES. Right: Free-
man teaching in the early days of the Sydney Road Community School. Photo: Freeman family

rather than churches, where he
saw action happening — where
community gathered, fundraised,
organised care and brought
youth together.

Early on Gil Freeman
discovered the power of
transforming unwanted places to
create belonging and change.

You can see this formula again
and again: in an unused church
hall in Brunswick — Sydney
Road Community School; in a
dilapidated maternity hospital
— The Compost - Intentional
Community, Thornbury; in a
polluted and inaccessible creek
— Merri Creek Management

Committee; in an old tipsite on
the banks of the Merri Creek —
CERES; in an old cordial factory
in Korumburra — Grow Lightly
- Small Growers Food Co-op.

The testament to his
work is that so many of the
organisations and projects that
Gil and his collaborators began
are still going decades later.

As a school principal, Gil
Freeman was comfortable
approaching officialdom and had
a knack of bringing grassroots
activists and the right people
in local and state government
together around a purpose.

He built coalitions of

stakeholders and patiently
created change in committees,
building new relationships,
opening up minds and spaces for
practical action to follow.

“You’ve got to build up a
range of people who are prepared
to walk with you. If you’re by
yourself, you’re really fighting
against it”, he observed.

Gil Freeman loved music,
painted water colours, wrote
lists, carefully filed documents,
was an eloquent storyteller and
gave a great speech.

He also had a deeply silly and
playful side and was above all
dedicated to his lifelong partner

and collaborator Meredith
(Mem), his three sons and their
families.

In 2023 Gil Freeman was
recognised with an Order
of Australia for service
to conservation and the
environment.

The length of his citation,
which captures only part of his
life’s work, says so much about
his irrepressible nature and
instinct to serve his community.

Gil Freeman, we’ll miss you.

— Chris Ennis, Director of
Business Innovation at CERES
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beloved grandfather. And they
would walk out at the end of

a painting session with proud,
beaming smiles. Full of hope and
possibility. The most precious
gift, that Gil gave so selflessly
and generously.”

David McRae’s reflections
reminded us of the roots of
Gil’s passion for social justice:
Methodism.

Gil’s father was a Methodist
minister, as was Meredith’s, his
life-long partner’s father.

“This explains a great deal
about Gil, and not just the way
he played football!

“To be a Methodist — it’s
there in the word — is to do, to
act, to take on. To be methodical.
You do and act with ambition.
Methodists also run on notions
of the value of improvement as
a goal. The Catholics have the
big ideas; the Methodists get on
with it.

“Some people would say
that freedom and choice were
the hallmarks of Sydney Road
Community School. Incorrect.
The model, in Gil’s mind at least,
was the School of Barbiana,
an intentional community,
not Summerhill, a bastion of

Boundless creative energy

We first got to know Gil and
Meredith in 1974 when we
returned to Melbourne after
teaching in Zambia for two
years.

When our children were very
young, six families gathered
every Friday night at one
of our homes to share fruit
and vegetables purchased at
the Vic Market that day and
our home-cooked food for
dinner. We spent the evening
talking about education (we
were mostly teachers), how
to achieve a fairer society and
parenting challenges.

Gil’s hobbies at the time
were breeding rabbits for their
food and fur and playing the
zither. During that period,
Gil had moved from teaching
at Moreland High School to
establishing Sydney Road
Community School. True to
principle, the Freeman boys
also attended Sydney Road
Community School for their
secondary education.

The Freeman home in
Thornbury was on a corner
and a centre of activity.

The Compost, where friends
purchased adjacent homes
and developed intensive
vegetable gardens according
to permaculture principles.
Followers of Bill Mollison,
the Freemans were among
the first to become involved
in permaculture in Australia.
The interest in sustainable
gardening practice was a
cornerstone of their later
farming at Arawata, near
Korumburra.

At Thornbury we established
a food co-operative of dry
foods where we all paid a
monthly levy and took what
your family needed. Friends
adopted this model and Shared
Shed was born in North
Carlton, moved to our place
in Brunswick and is now in
Moonee Ponds — still serving
the needs of 12 inner city

freedom and licence.

“And — for some students
this would have come as a bit of
a shock — if you were in Gil’s
classes you got taught and you
stayed taught. Methodism knows
and teaches the value of hard
work and perseverance.

“When Methodism began it
was a working class religion. As
well as energetic it had a strong
focus on the practical. It might
not have been doctrine, but it
was in the vibe that you could
learn and probably should know
how to fix your lawn mower,
yours and other people’s; you
could and possibly should learn
to weld. That type of thing.

“And that was partly because
you could count on someone
else to give you a hand. You
couldn’t build tennis courts or
a church on your own. But you
and your mates probably could.
It was always communitarian.
Socialist. Sometimes capitalised,
but with a small ‘s’ always. You
did things together, en masse.
Methodism always understood
the significance, the value and
the power of community.”

— Graham & Glenyys Romanes

families 50 years later.

Like the Freemans, we had
three young boys and our
family were included in many
holidays and adventures led by
Gil and his family. We spent
weekends at Beremboke where
Gil had built a magnificent
stone house in the Brisbane
Ranges, enjoyed trips to the
Flinders Ranges, Cape Barren
Island, Flinders Island and
Stanley in Tasmania where
Bill Mollison was forming a
permaculture community.

In later years, Gil and
Meredith joined a group of
Brunswick bike-riding friends
riding many of Victoria’s rail
trails and enjoying supported
rides across the Gibb River
Road (north-west WA), the
Gunbarrel Highway (Central
Australia) and the Nullarbor,
riding from Adelaide to Perth.

What was special about Gil
on these trips was his creative
energy. At every stop for a
cuppa or rest, he would jump
out of the bus with his sketch
book and capture beautiful
moments and places in
watercolour and pen. On the
ride from Kalgoorlie to Alice
Springs, there were six other
travellers inspired by Gil to
follow suit. So more than half
the tour group spent every
stop drawing and painting
together.

Gil continued his painting
and drawing of plants at
Tarnuk and local places around
Korumburra. He has published
small books of his illustrations
of journeys around Australia.

Gil was a longstanding
member of the Australian
Labor Party. In South
Gippsland, in the middle of
National Party country, Gil
would always support the
Labor candidate’s campaign
and spend many hours on his
local booth handing out how-
to-vote cards.

— Graham & Glenyys Romanes

“Everyone is welcome here ... whatever you're into, you don't find this everywhere,” says Maé.

Coburg redevelopment plans force
artists to search for a new home

EMMA GILES

Settled in a stripped out Coles su-
permarket which backs onto the
Upfield path, Schoolhouse Stu-
dios has over the past half-a-de-
cade become the artistic home for
many Coburg creatives.

But plans for a major redevel-
opment of underutilised carpark-
ing space in central Coburg has
plunged the future of the cher-
ished arts hub into uncertainty.

Under the City of Merri-bek’s
‘Coburg is Here’ concept, the site
where the studios currently sit
would be redeveloped into new
apartments and office space.

And while it will be years be-
fore the concept is realised, the
operators of Schoolhouse want
to ensure that the need to pro-
vide affordable spaces for work-
ing artists is considered in future
planning of Coburg.

The studios’ director, Bron
Belcher, explained that there was
a mutual benefit to the commu-
nity and artists having a space
like this within the region.

“We want to make sure com-
munity and art-based utility is
thought about in whatever the
next consideration of Coburg is,”
she said.

In the meantime, the artists
within the collective are still
working hard on their own cre-
ative practises.

The studios are home to artists
who explore a variety of mediums
from painting to pottery. There is
space for everyone to learn and
grow their work.

Painter Francesca Pezzimenti
says Schoolhouse Studios has al-
lowed her to be part of a commu-
nity of artists while doing what
she loves.

Pezzimenti is in the studios
most days of the week, work-
ing on a series of oil paintings of
women’s bodies for an exhibition
later in the year.

“Coming here has given me
such positive support that I’'m
happy to come here and work,”
Pezzimenti said.

Other artists agree they have
a place akin to a traditional of-
fice with space to socialise with
likeminded individuals and create
their works.

The non-profit studios began
existence in Abbotsford in 2012.
They relocated to Coburg from

their previous site in Collingwood
in 2020.

The organisation’s purpose is
to convert vacant buildings with-
in communities to provide an af-
fordable space for artistic expres-
sion. Today, Schoolhouse Studios
Coburg houses 65 studios and
more than 100 resident artists, a
bar, gallery and event space, wel-
coming over 500 people through
the building each week.

“We need to value
creative people,
because it’s the
energy and the
soul that gives
so much to the

community.”

Francesca Pezzimenti
(pictured below)

The space in the former Coles
supermarket has been divided up
into dozens of studios — even the
loading dock is used for industri-
al-based artmaking.

The studios have given artists
the space to work and often act
as a community space for lo-
cal groups like Melbourne Indie
Voices to use as they desire.

Ceramicist and textile artist
Maé has been a resident of the
studios for two years and in that

time, she has found immense
support from her fellow artists as
she works.

“Everyone is welcome here.
Whatever background, whatever
you’re into, you don’t find this
everywhere,” she said.

Despite its positive impact on
artists, the future of the Coburg
space is unknown — with rede-
velopment on the horizon, the
site is up for demolition.

Merri-bek’s multi-year revit-
alisation plans for Coburg aim
to increase housing and improve
public infrastructure by repur-
posing surplus land owned by the
council — including the car park
in which the studios are located.

“For the current draft concept
for Coburg to be fully realised,
this building would need to be
demolished,” the council said.

Belcher is proud of what thas
been achieved so far at Coburg.

“We’ve always understood that
Schoolhouse was going to be re-
developed and have been really
grateful to get to use the space.”

Regardless of the site’s status
over the coming decades, it is
presently a place cherished by its
residents.

Pezzimenti and Maé share their
appreciation for the opportunities
Schoolhouse Studios has given
them and hope that it continues.

“We need to value creative
people, because it’s the energy
and the soul that gives so much
to the community,” Pezzimenti
said.
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Cycling queen leaves rivals in her tracks

MARK PHILLIPS

Genevieve Jordan came to
competitive track cycling later in
life than most, but she is making
up for lost time.

After racing for the first time
on the Brunswick Velodrome just
seven years ago, the 54-year-
old mother of three has won two
world titles for her age group and
has her eyes on more next year.

Her achievements earned her
a place as a finalist as Masters
Athlete of the Year at the Victo-
rian Sports Awards which were
presented on May 13. She was
also named the peak body Aus-
Cycling’s Masters Track Female
Athlete of the Year for 2025.

Jordan initially took up track
cycling in 2019 aged 47 to support
her son, Daniel, after he joined
the Brunswick Cycling Club a few
years earlier.

“I was taking him there, and
just watching the sessions, as you
do as a parent.

“Eventually, one day, there was
a come and try session. I thought,
I might as well join in because I'm
here, and it looks kind of fun.”

While Daniel has given cycling
away as work and study have tak-
en priority now he is in his ear-
ly-20s, Jordan kept at it and last
October joined the Australian
team for the Masters World Track
Championships in France.

The Masters are held annual-
ly for cyclists aged over 35. Jor-
dan competed for the first time
at Roubaix, the town in northern
France where one of the world’s
most famous road races finishes
each year.

Jordan competing for Brunswick at the Victorian championships earlier this year. Photo: supplied

With husband Dion watching
from the stands, Jordan won two
gold medals from three events
at the world titles, including the
team sprint with two younger
Victorian mums, Samantha Brad-
bury and Emma Jackson.

Jordan said her disappointment
at failing to finish on the podium
in her opening event, the indi-
vidual time trial for women aged
50 to 54, was motivation when it
came to the team sprint.

“I screwed up and came fourth
and I was pretty gutted after that
I must admit,” she said.

“But it just meant that the next
day, when we came up for the
team sprint, I was super deter-
mined and just really had to put
the previous day behind me and
just ride for the girls.

“And it worked in the end.”

The trio train regularly togeth-
er with Jackson coming down to
Melbourne from Castlemaine and

they have formed a strong bond.

Jordan followed up the success
in the team sprint with a second
gold in the women’s 50-54 indi-
vidual sprint after finishing fast-
est in the qualifying rounds.

While Jordan will sit out this
year’s World Masters Titles, she
is setting her sights on compet-
ing in London in 2027.

Jordan said her development as
a track cyclist just evolved natu-
rally “like getting caught up in a

wave” and when she first took up
the sport she had no ambitions.

“I don’t think I’ve got talent, I
really don’t,” she said.

“I think I just keep turning up
and just keep kind of chipping
away and just training.

“There probably was a point
after my first nationals [in 2023]
where I thought, ‘Oh, this is kind
of cool, you know, I can keep do-
ing this’.

“That was a bit of a turning
point in the sense that it was my
first nationals, I did get three
golds and I could see that I could
have some success but I also had
alot to learn, lots that I could im-
prove upon.

“That’s probably what gave me
sort of a bit of momentum to then
pick up the strength training, and
then lift the level of training and
intensity a little bit, I guess.”

Although she lives in Rosanna,
Jordan has remained a member of
Brunswick Cycling Club since she
began her two-wheel odyssey.

When she is not training ei-
ther at the Brunswick Velodrome
or at an indoor cycling centre in
Thornbury, Jordan volunteers to
help at the club’s track meets on
a regular basis.

She also feels an affinity with
the Brunswick club because her
father grew up in the suburb
and spent his youth riding a bike
around the area.

“They [Brunswick Cycling Club]
have been a huge support for me,
pretty much, right from the start,
right from when I first jumped on
a bike a few years ago,” she said.

“It’s such a nice, inclusive
community.”
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Julie Ritchie, Lynette Moore, Joe Andersen, Theresa Grima, Meredith , Jann McVicker , Jill Loveland, Konstantinos Tsipokas

With your support, we can continue
to produce unique and valuable local
journalism for Brunswick and the
inner north of Melbourne.

Your contribution will keep local
news alive in our area by helping us
to continue to tell the stories that
matter to our community.
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comic by Louise Pam

a2 SEetEibe ICKING YOU| % AND i BEING [NSULTED WHEN THEY DONT
5@ B ﬂ' S ,:i' = nﬁml}gqﬁfﬁﬂﬁﬁﬁg '!;-Hﬁi%?;ﬂw r TAKE A PHOTO FOR THEIR [INSTAGRAM
Re.u r AIRDRESSER DEFINITELY SAW BUT HATING IT WHEN THEY DO FEELING TOO EMBARRASSED T0 GO BACK

AND INEVITABLY CUTTING YOUR OWN HAIR

Louise Pam is a Coburg-based
cartoonist who loves a local
paper. She was the cartoonist
for the Manchester Post in the
UK, and can be found at @
louisecartoonist on Instagram,
or at

www.louisepam.com for
commissions, zines, and murals.

WAIT FIVE MONTHS THEN
BACK TO STAGE ONE

(O UTTLETING whats wrcng with her ity

‘i:l BRUNSWICKHAR shag cut #fasr

Read Brunswick Voice for hints and clues. Answers at www.brunswickvoice.com.au/crossword.

ACROSS 32 You don't have to be a 3-downto 13 Evening meal when fasting (5)
8 Tending the veggies (9) stay here any more (9) 15 Plane departure (4,3)

9 What a bus might replace (5) 18 Concur (5)
DOWN N

10 Crafted, artisanal (8) 19 Sister's daughter (5)
1 proof fence (6) l ﬁ';:!r:’iizf:gzi[:'] , 21 What they did to Iyuu when they
14 West Coburg to Toorak (5-5) gnosis (1,1,1,1) stopped messaging (7)
16 Assess with stars (4) 3 Locked up person (6) 24 French hats (6)
17 Free or permit (7) 4 Fndure, experience (7) 25 When the NBN is down (6)
20 Worry: construction noise near 5 _:1:-: so bad... ah shaddapaya 26 Auction outcome (4)

childcare causes (7) face!’ (4) ) 27 Molten rock (4)
22 More than a duo (4) 6 Baby woolly animal (4) 28 Small island (4)

7 Single level home, not a house (4) 30 Way out (4)

26 Your face snapped by you (6) 1 ;gzﬁgk{?s old, a club playing
29 Beach spot on the Peninsula (8)

. . 31 Cro 12 Pinkish red 7
. . . T 33“"9 to I:H! rEmﬂVEd {5} (LY reg soup { }
 lune 2026

puzzle corner

23 What you see at a gallery (10)

. QUIZ Fill in the blank cells using the numbers from 3 LETTERS MAILS MUSKETS
1 In which country is the 1 to 9. Each number can only appear once in
Dardanelles Strait? each row, column and 3x3 block. NOT PRAWN SEEDING
2 Whatt:.rpeufmclk SKI SPARE SEEFING
are the 12 Apostles
made of? 1 | 3 { 5 { | SPECTRA
3 Who was the most 3 6 SLETTERS  GLETTERS TRAPEZE
recent pope to be
Pt 4 ?- 1 FIGS EMNAMEL
4 What type of creature ? g 5 ICES RAGGED BLETTERS
turns Into a gremlin SLEW SCALES ADVISERS
if it eats food after
midnight? 6 | | | 2 | 3 SONS SEAMED ASSESSES
5 Which animal has the
e 0 4 8 R SPLICE CASHMERE
6 The killing of Latasha o] 1 4 ’ o TENTHS COSINESS
Harlins was one of the T T T T BLADE
leading causes of what 3 2 N
1992 avent? : . { | CLANG 7 LETTERS
7 Empercr Hirohito was ? 3 8- AGE BEARERS
born during which era
in Japanese history?
& In what country is the
Canary Islands? . WORD SEARCH THEME: Photography CICEPFAENE 0]
9 The Golden State P " SHLUTIUNS S8 628 F[ELL
+ The remaining letters will spell out #ZLIZEBlO8 &l
Warrlors were founded SNLANDSC A P E| asecretmessage. Ll glerolesE
in 1946 in which U5 city? clegls'z Llr L 9l
R T e LOTSRORR | M A] ASPECTRATIO JPEG E_s_,_g-ﬁ_s_i /28l
on a starfish located? AIlSPFLASHOU AUTO LANDSCAPE Sl e rer 2 elslere]
TTAEZOOMDUT BOKEH LENS HEAGHEEBED
S5|N O
l URCWAROANDO CAPTURE MACRO m
COMTRAST MIRROR
GLTTFJPEGTP DIGITAL MOURNT Eﬂ
| ONRM I BOKEH o
FILM PHOTO oV
DSOARYLENSO| e RAW : B
wepespdnaggor [CECTFRAMEHT FLASH RESOLUTION g E‘ ol
wydapeyYgre wedsre v Mg L
e el [IE R E | F I LTERDO FRAME TRIPOD g E 1
uusdgrs emboygrp I ney sdogre D 5 E D C A P T U R E 180 ZO0M = d¥%¥ 25 dN m.i' L =
FUDBHUNE T AN L SSsamsuy

Puzzles and pagination DPagemasters | pagemasters.com



SYDNEY
-R[IAD

Discover special oﬁ"ers
discounts, new arrivals, events
promotions and more'\

Don’t miss out, see what's new today and be sure to check back often...

Support local and save.

Scan the QR code, or visit:
sydneyroad.com.au/offers-and-promotions

SYDNEY

“Buunsick RDAD sydneyroad.com.au 6 @sydneyroadbrunswick
ASSOCIATION




