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PUBLIC MEETING 
 

Friday, 10th October at 7.30 

Robertson Community Hall 
 

 Dr Brian Cooke will speak about rabbit 

calicivirus and conservation. 

  
Brian will talk about rabbit calicivirus, officially 

rabbit haemorrhagic disease (RHD). He will 

concentrate on what it has meant for conservation 

and will include examples of better regeneration of 

native vegetation and the return of some 

endangered desert rodents, such as hopping mice. 

Brian will speak about the difficulty in getting 

other ecologists and organisations like National 

Parks to take this on board and build on the 

benefits. 

 

He has spent his career researching and advising 

on the European rabbit’s impacts on Australia and 

the best ways to counteract them. Brian was 

formerly with CSIRO Canberra. He is currently at 

the University of Canberra and with the Invasive 

Animals CRC.  

 

Brian is ‘Dr Calicivirus’ and has just published a 

book on the topic. He has many awards for his 

tireless work, including Eureka Prize and Order of 

Australia. Brian is an excellent speaker and has 

great audio visuals. 

 

 

All welcome, informal discussion,  

light refreshment, gold coin donation.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Nuclear Waste and Safety 
A report on the talk by William Gemmell 

by David Mee with technical summary by William 

Gemmell. 

The meeting opened at 7:30pm on Friday 

8
th

 of August in the Community Centre, Robertson. 

There was a good turnout for a cold evening in 

winter. After quite a few announcements 

concerning coming events and the activities of 

members, Peter Glass introduced our speaker, Bill 

Gemmell. His talk was on the subject of nuclear 

waste and safety, based on many years of working 

in the nuclear industry. This was the completion of 

a previous talk last year. The following technical 

summary was provided by Bill himself, who I hope 

will forgive me if I have not transcribed his 

handwriting correctly.  

“Fission products play an important part in 

all aspects of nuclear reactors, yet their formation 

and behaviour are relatively less known. The 
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excess of neutrons in the nucleus following break 

up of U
235 

was explained and two examples – 

Strontium and Cesium – being biologically 

important, with some of the isotopes being long-

lived. Allowing the short-lived isotopes to decay 

and subjecting the long-lived isotopes to further 

neutron irradiation was seen as a method of 

reducing significantly the timescale of hazardous 

waste. 
 

 
Ted Smith with presentation for Bill Gemmell 

 

The impact of the fission product depends 

on its yield from fission, the time to reduce its 

activity by half (the half-life T1/2), the energy of the 

radiation it emits, and its biological significance. 

Fission products accumulate in the reactor 

with time (the fuel remains in a reactor for about 

one year), and when a reactor of 1000 MW is 

shutdown, significant residual heat needs to be 

removed (approximately 200 MW). 

Reactor safety is accomplished by:  

a. Design features - Fuel integrity, reactor integrity, 

and containment. 

b. Failure analysis  - Can the shutdown heat be 

removed and meltdown of fuel and core prevented? 

The latter raise open-ended questions and 

have led to a probabalistic assessment of failure of 

the methods engineered to avoid a major accident. 

These probabilities are small and often difficult to 

quantify with any accuracy. The major advances 

made allow more time to be devoted to assurance 

and human factors. 

The Three Mile Island accident was briefly 

discussed, with the main issues being human 

failure to reset pumps after maintenance and a 

leaking pressure valve (known about before 

maintenance), leading to a small loss-of-coolant 

accident, which then caused major economic 

damage, but minor dosage to the surrounding 

population. The iodine release (a major worry for 

thyroid cancer) was around 10% of the daily 

allowed maximums. 

The Fukushima accident resulted from a 

tsunami which knocked out the electricity supply 

and, although the safety system operated as 

designed, the tsunami also knocked out the back-

up power supply. The Fukushima story is still not 

fully told, but it appears that if the operator had 

flooded the reactor with a deluge of sea water, the 

accident which caused the radiation leakage would 

have been negligible, but the reactor would have 

been destroyed at a price of $5-10 billion.” 

After some questions from the floor, Bill 

was formally thanked by Ted Smith, following 

which questions continued informally over a cup of 

tea and cake. 

 

 

President’s Report 
Early Spring 2014. 

Dear REPS Members, 

Spring has sprung. Sometimes outside it is 

a little warmer, but not much. It is the windy 

season, which can make it unpleasant to go 

outside. The combination of soil moisture after the 

rains at the end of August and the warming soil 

have caused the weed seeds to germinate and 

flourish in abundance, not only in gardens but on 

roadside verges. You will all have your pet hates 

with weeds, but turnip weed, capeweed, inkweed 

and sheep sorrel are at the top of mine and are all 

raising their ugly heads. Scotch thistle and 

blackberry, and the ubiquitous invasive kikuyu are 

not far behind. 

What a time, however, for growth and 

flowers! In the exotic garden, the azaleas, 

rhododendrons, magnolias and camellias are all 

flowering nicely. Blossom trees are adding their 

shows of pink and white. The cherry trees in 
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Hoodle Street have not started yet, but won't be 

long. Daffodils and other bulbs are adding to the 

colour. In the native garden, we are seeing a 

wonderful flowering of acacias, including the ever-

present blackwoods, with epacris species, yellow 

isopogon, apple blossom, tea tree and banksias 

putting on a great show. The buds on the waratahs 

are swelling and the scent of boronia is in the air. 

Last month, Bill Gemmell gave his talk on 

the issues of nuclear safety and waste. We are 

privileged to have such an eminent scientist living 

in our midst and to hear a non-emotive talk on the 

science was important. As you know, Australia has 

always shunned the establishment of a nuclear 

power industry here, but the damage that coal 

burning has done to our atmosphere is now 

becoming so bad that perhaps a rethink is needed, 

and nuclear power may end up with a niche.  

The Saturday after the talk, Peter and Lyn 

Glass hosted morning tea at their place. 

Unfortunately I could not attend and only a few 

made it, but Peter said that it was a good morning 

and all who came enjoyed his garden in which 

grow some quite rare rainforest species. 

In October we have a talk at the regular 

time of 7:30pm on the second Friday (10
th

) at the 

Community Centre. The topic is the control of feral 

rabbits. I admit to having a problem with rabbits on 

my property and would dearly love it if there were 

an easy solution to that. These critters eat anything 

and everything, especially young newly planted-

out seedlings, and they dig holes all over the place.  

The annual General Meeting is coming up 

in November. As well as the various reports, there 

will be an election of the new committee. The 

present committee has worked hard on your behalf 

this year and I wish to thank the members for their 

work. Special thanks to Allan Stiles and Sheila 

McInnes for their dedication to getting the 

Eucryphia newsletter out to you. Not an easy job! I 

hope most current members will be available for 

re-election, but new blood and enthusiasm is 

always welcome; there really is no limit to the 

number of committee members, so please put your 

hand up if you would like to be on the committee 

and do the occasional job. Jobs are not, however, 

limited to committee work as there are always jobs 

in the working bees at Caalong Creek, the 

Robertson Nature Reserve, and elsewhere. 

To encourage you to come along in 

November, I will be showing a slide presentation 

entitled “Travels in the Territory”. During the last 

two years, Judy and I have had some short trips to 

the Northern Territory in winter. Our first trip was 

to the desert resort of Yulara, catering for visitors 

to Uluru and Kata Tjuta (Ayers Rock and the 

Olgas). The second more recent trip saw us travel 

on the Ghan train from Adelaide to Darwin, where 

we spent some time in the NT national parks 

including the Desert Park in Alice Springs, 

Katherine Gorge, and Kakadu. I hope to show you 

pictures of the scenery, plants, and animals of the 

NT seen in the various parks and gardens we 

visited. Anyone who has travelled to the top-end is 

invited to contribute to the discussion of our 

wonderful continent. 

In December on the second Friday (12
th

), 

Judy and I hope to see you all at our place in 23 

Lemmons Road in Robertson for the REPS 

Christmas Social. Details in the next issue of 

Eucryphia, but it will be at the same place and 

same time as it was last year. Bring a plate and 

some drink to share. 

Regards, 

David Mee 

 

 

Robertson Rainforest Plant Species 

Melicytus dentatus 
by Denis Wilson 

 

 
 

Can you imagine a village scented by 

Violets? In the rainforest patches around 

Robertson, the Tree Violets (Melicytus dentatus – 

formerly Hymenanthera dentata) grow to at least 

three metres tall. In the Robertson Nature Reserve, 

there are some old plants which exceed seven 

metres. They are small trees, with trunks in excess 

of 25 cm diameter. This is much larger than 

reported in the FloraNET entry for the species. 

Presumably this is as a result of our rich soil and 

high rainfall. 

Their flowers are prolific. Although the 

flowers are tiny, they produce a sweet perfume - 
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similar to their familiar European cousins, the 

"Sweet Violet" (Viola odorata) 

To my untrained eye, these flowers bear no 

resemblance to their famous relative, but the 

botanists assure us that they are related. But, on the 

evidence of my nose, today, I will not disagree. 

 

 
 

The flowers are small, pendant bell-shaped 

items, hanging in profusion beneath the twiggy, 

spiny stems. The botanists describe the typical 

flowers as having five petals and five sepals. They 

are the brown protective sheaths at the base of the 

flower. Five stamens I take on trust as they are 

hidden inside the tiny flower. Petals are three to 

five mm long. The flowers are less than five mm 

wide, about the size of a match head in total.  

 

 
Flowers from below. 

 

When these spiny twigs are dead and 

broken off the plant, they are selected by 

Bowerbirds to build their display bowers.  Here is 

a close up of the spines. This shows that many of 

the spines are actually a point on the branchlets. 

 
 

Here is a shot of the leaves. You can see the 

slightly "toothed" (or wavy) edges of the leaves 

from which the plant takes its specific name - 

"dentatus". 

Although I love the scent of their tiny 

flowers, these plants are much loathed by many 

gardeners and landholders in Robertson because 

the birds eat their berries and the plants pop up all 

over the place in shaded positions. The bushes are 

very spiky and difficult to control in a garden or 

around the edges of a rural property. They thrive in 

heavy shade, under other trees. 

 

 
 

The interpretative sign for this plant in the 

Robertson Nature Reserve refers to these plants as 

a "prickly haven" - a reference to the spined 

branches offering protection to small birds, 

especially those seeking to build their nest out of 

the reach of large predators such as Currawongs. 

http://plantnet.rbgsyd.nsw.gov.au/cgi-bin/NSWfl.pl?page=nswfl&lvl=sp&name=Viola%7Eodorata
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Barren Grounds Wildflower Walk 
by Helen Tranter 

 

On a lovely sunny Sunday 28
th

 September a 

group of 20 REPS members and friends spent an 

enjoyable morning at Barren Grounds Nature 

Reserve admiring the great show of spring 

wildflowers along the track to the Lookout.  

Several of the group had never been to Barren 

Grounds before and were very pleasantly surprised 

to find this delightful place so close to home.  

Always attractive were the two species of Boronia, 

the small plants of the dark pink Boronia 

barkeriana and the bigger bushes of B.thujona 

covered in light pink flowers.  About 40 species 

were identified, more than half of these were in 

flower, some in large patches, like the white 

Epacris heath contrasted with the bright yellow pea 

flowers on the  many bushes of our local Bossiaea 

kiamensis, others just single spots of colour beside 

the track. Altogether a delightful spring walk. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Future REPS Meetings in 2014 
This year’s future public meetings are listed below. 

They will be at 7.30 pm in the Community Hall, 

Caalong Street. All are welcome. 

Friday 10 October 7.30pm – Brian Cooke will 

speak on ‘Rabbit calicivirus and regeneration’ 

Friday 14th November - Annual General Meeting 

and talk by President, David Mee, on very 

interesting trips to the Northern Territory. 
 

Caalang Creek Working Bees 
Saturdays October 25

th
 and November 29th 

9:30am onwards, subject to the weather. 

Special Request. On Saturday 25
th

 October we are 

hoping that as many members as possible can 

come to help with some new plantings in 

cooperation with the Wingecarribee Council Bush 

Care group. The ongoing maintenance from the 

WSC is making a great difference to the Creek 

environment and is very much appreciated. 

Please come and join us for as long as you are able.  

Don’t forget water, hat and gloves.  We now have 

tools available, but bring your own if you can. 

Caalang Creek volunteers meet at the footbridge in 

Hampden Park. Queries to Steve Douglas 4271 

4957 or Leon Hall 4888 2222. 

(No working bees in December or January) 

 

Help Care for Our Nature Reserve 
 

1
st
 Wednesday of each month from 9:30am till 

noon. Please bring garden gloves. More volunteers 

would be greatly appreciated. Everyone is 

welcome. Details: Helen Tranter 4885 1394 or 

NPWS in business hours: 4887 8253. 
 

 

Welcome to new members 
Catherine Coutts, Owen Conlan, and Philip 

Walker. 

Contact REPS 
Those who are interested in supporting our aims 

are welcome to join REPS. Our aim is to promote 

the preservation and enhancement of the 

Robertson environment. We welcome contact with 

individuals and other community groups. For 

further information and subscriptions please 

contact the Vice-President, Karen Guymer, PO 

Box 3045, Robertson, NSW 2577, or President, 

David Mee, on 4885 1483. 

 

Articles for Eucryphia may be sent to the editor, 

Allan Stiles, on stilesaljen@bigpond. 


