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Announced in 2006 it appears to be an ad hoc, 
politically expedient proposal, with inadequate 
planning or costing. As we go to print it has yet to 
be approved by the NSW Department of Planning.

 The Williams supports a valuable aquatic 
ecology and is precious habitat for the iconic 
platypus and the endangered stuttering frog, as 
well as many other species of native fish, and na-
tive flora.  Unlike the other rivers in the Hunter, 
it is not yet degraded by industry, dams and 
weirs. The dam would also drown a total of 4000 
hectares of rural land, 2000 hectares of which is 
irreplaceable agricultural land which helps keep 
our food supplies on shore. 

Numerous independent reports have dem-

Dam Shame
Tillegra Dam To Wreck  
The Williams River

onstrated that the dam is not needed to secure 
Hunter water supplies and that the reduced flows 
to the Hunter Estuary and its Ramsar listed wet-
land, Kooragang Island, are likely to lead to the 
ecological collapse of the Williams River system 
and the Hunter Estuary Wetlands it feeds. These 
reports demonstrate that, due to lower water 
consumption and increased supply through pre-
vious augmentation of existing dams, drought 
security is at a 30-year high. They show that 
sustainable alternatives, such as recycling, rain 
water tanks, water efficiency and water conserva-
tion awareness, would cost hundreds of millions 
less and that the Tillegra Dam project should be 
abandoned immediately. 

The NSW Government’s proposed Tillegra Dam would drown 21 kms of the Williams River and 
destroy the last healthy river in the Hunter region with a dam the size of Sydney Harbour. 

POLITICAL  
MANOEUVRES
What next for the Williams River valley?

Will the Federal Government protect 
the Williams River?

Will the current NSW Labor Government 
wake up, see sense and stop the dam?

If elected in March 2011 will the NSW 
Coalition keep their promise and scrap 
the dam? 

As we go to press, the fate of the Williams 
River valley lies perilously in the hands of 
the Federal and NSW State Governments. If 
the NSW Department of Planning approves 
the project, it will then go to the Federal 
Department of Environment for final scrutiny. 
The Federal Environment Minister has the 
power to stop the proposal on the grounds 
that it would fundamentally destroy the 
RAMSAR listed Hunter Estuary Wetlands, 
recognised as World Heritage value under the 
International Treaty. 

The Williams River Valley artists’ Project comes to Sydney
Cry Me a River at the Tin Sheds Gallery, Faculty of Architecture, Design and Planning, University of Sydney,
opened by John Kaye MLC (Greens) 30 September 2010.

Williams River Valley Artists’ Project (WRVAP) 
brings together a group of environmentally-dis-
mayed Australian contemporary artists develop-
ing work through a series of on-site residencies 
in the Williams River Valley, Dungog, NSW, 
the location of the proposed Tillegra Dam. 
They aim to add to a movement to protect the 
Williams River, and to preserve the locality’s 
unique heritage, community and productive  

agricultural land. The project is an initiative of its 
curator Juliet Fowler Smith, whose family have 
farmed in the valley for generations.

The project has had two exhibitions in 
rural locations over the past fifteen months: at 
Muswellbrook Regional Art Centre in October 
2009, and at the Tocal Homestead Barn as part 
of the Tocal Agricultural College's “field days” in 
May 2010. 

Cry Me a River brings the project to city audi-
ences at a time of heightened political uncertainty 
regarding the future of the Williams River valley. 

Cry Me a River will show the work of WRVAP 
artists Suzanne Bartos, Neil Berecry-Brown, 
Bonita Ely, Juliet Fowler Smith, Noelene Lucas, 
Bridget Nicholson, Margaret Roberts, Toni 
Warburton and David Watson. 
http://williamsrivervalley.blogspot.com

Ken Rubeli’s view of the valley
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Location
The proposed site for the Tillegra 
dam is just north of Dungog, 76 kms 
north-east of Newcastle.

Dungog has a rich tourism industry, 
with its historic buildings and charming  
country-town appeal. Dungog is also one 
of the “gateways” to the World Heritage 
listed Barrington Tops National Park.

If constructed, Tillegra dam would 
capture and store flood waters, denying 
downstream wetlands their usual regular, 
life-giving flooding – devastating com-
plex ecological processes and spelling di-
saster for the animals and plants that call 
them home.

Copies of reports about Tillegra dam are avail-
able for download from: www.wilderness.org.
au/articles/further-reading

Earth Garden

*The Stuttering Frog  
Mixophyes Balbus

KOOK KOOK KOOK KRA-A-AK KRAK KRAK

An endangered species listed in Part 1, 
Schedule 1 Threatened Species Conservation Act 1995 (NSW).

Former catchment covered 110,000 km2 – now extinct in Victoria. 
NSW numbers estimated at 5-10,000.  To hear the stuttering frog 
(could be your last chance!) go to http://www.threatenedspecies.
environment.nsw.gov.au/tsprofile/profile.aspx?id=10536 

The publishers recognise and pay respect to the Indigenous  
nations and traditional custodians of the land on which this 
publication was produced. We express solidarity with the  
ongoing struggles for land rights, self-determination,  
sovereignty and the recognition of past injustices.
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ConTenTs

IT IS proclaimed from a tower in Sydney that a 
Big Dam will be built across the Upper Williams 
River valley. To paraphrase a great satirist: 

“Believe it or not we looked out the window one 
day and thought ‘screw Williams River’.”1

The people react in horror. Artist, curator and 
descendent of local farmers, Juliet Fowler Smith 
fights back and gathers the skills, connections and 
nous of artist colleagues to integrate issues and put 
the doomed river’s case. A neo-Dada collective of 
‘stutterers’ named after the call of the endangered 
stuttering frog—distinctive bursts of ‘ugh’ or ‘op’—
is heard in privileged exhibition venues and tem-
porary sites. The frog’s fate hangs in the balance.

WRVAP is simultaneously a metaphor, a pas-
sionate campaign and an art project. The journey 
is one of local curation and workshops, national 
convergence and global projection. The comrades’ 
art flows across conceptual, environmental, femi-
nist and community art practices and across media 
in harness with environmental science and grass-
roots politics as much as with postmodern cultural 
theories. 

This vision of art as a diorama of productive 
social forces lays out the theme of enclosure and 
loss of the common estate as the natural realm is 
dressed for market. Cultural history and ecological 
bounty are big business. Despite global warming 
we imagine that somehow technology or another 
Big Dam can restore nature. The word ‘crisis’ is 
evoked to confer legitimacy: to ‘guarantee’ water 
supply. Never you mind that Big Dams can cause 
floods, waterlogging and salinity. Our glass of water 
in Newcastle or Sydney can cost less and be secured 
by more efficient harvesting. 

The works in Cry me a river—sublime, plead-
ing and reasoned—parallel local experience with a 
global schema where Big Dams displace millions of 
vulnerable people and kill rivers indiscriminately 
for dubious public benefit. This year’s report by 
Survival International is the first on the serious 
damage to Indigenous Peoples displaced by Large 
Dams. Big Dam decrees, by cartels of politicians, 
compliant officials and construction and banking 
lobbyists hijack redress. To build fragile platforms 

where none are forthcoming for the powerless, art-
ists, scientists, educators and impacted communi-
ties forge common purpose: from local Green Bans 
to, decades later, World Social Forums. 

The interdisciplinary shift in the late 1990s to a 
mode of working to make art ‘make a difference’ is 
changing how the cultural world too does business. 
From the Venice to Sydney Biennales, say in Utopia 
Station (2003), artists use their mighty crafts to 
raise awareness about willful cultural and envi-
ronmental damage. Nobel prize winning novelist 
Arundhati Roy condemns the dams across India’s 
longest river The Narmada and argues for ‘The 
greater common good’ in The Algebra of Infinite 
Justice (2002.)

Australia has a strong tradition of intervention-
ist curatorial practice led by indigenous curators 
and including several of the WRVAP comrades, 
who maintain productive relations between poetic-
aesthetics and targeted campaigns. On the other 
shore stand the wilderness crusaders. While they 
often disagree, the critical continuity in these art 
manifestations, exhibitions and individual art-
works fights greed’s drive to eliminate the final 
loopholes of nature.

This plea for the Williams River rests on these 
rich ideas and the poignant awareness of dispro-
portionate resources. The Bickham Coal Victories—
stopping a degrading open cut mine—don’t come 
often, but others elsewhere can take heart, from 
farmers on the Liverpool Plains to custodians of 
Sydney’s pristine water catchments, both fight-
ing coal mining. The dialectic of aesthetics and 
collective action, here wrought so magnificently, 
upholds the ideal of the common good, or democ-
racy, in the face of brute belligerence.  

Jo Holder
The Cross Art Projects

Note: 1. Thanks to Larry Pickering’s drawing, ‘BHP/
Screw Newcastle’, 1984. In Craig Judd, Artists and 
Cartoonists in Black & White, exhibition catalogue, 
State Library of NSW, 1999.

Activism & Aesthetics
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I’D LIKE to tell you a couple of stories. At first 
glance they’re unrelated. The first is about a 
living death with which many of us are unfor-

tunately acquainted – the devastatingly slow yet 
inevitable demise of a parent. The second is a tale 
of a living death which might yet, with your help, 
be averted.

It’s a beautiful crisp afternoon in Sydney. Late 
cicadas serenade the pale autumn sun. It seems 
inconceivable that anyone should spend this day 
sedated beneath antiseptic white cotton blankets 
on morphine, battling a tenacious life-threatening 
cancer, or shuffling in slippers beneath fluorescent 
light along a dank institutional corridor.

Until just before Xmas my 87-year-old mother 
struggled for the best part of a decade to live with 
and look after my slowly deteriorating father, at 
home. Although the casuarinas, the jacarandas, his 
favourite graceful Leopard Wood and slender wav-
ing wattle (‘Goldilocks’) brought him daily solace, 
Ken had never been an ‘easy’ man and the frustra-
tions of age only made him more brittle. 

Increasingly irascible, irrational and depressed, 
Dad was finally diagnosed with dementia at 91 
and placed into permanent care, his despair thinly 
veiled via medication and memory loss. For a year, 
he shuffled about and remained extraordinarily 
glad to see me when I reminded him who I was. Val 
(his wife of 66 turbulent years) appeared thankfully 
to have evaporated almost entirely from his con-
sciousness. So we spoke not of Mum, nor cancer, 
but of nature, the seasons, and his new favourite 
tree - a giant urban eucalypt whose alabaster limbs 
spread high beyond its rough-barked base and the 
polite green bars of Ken’s kindly Christian corral.

Although (incongruously) for many years Dad 
had managed a heavy earth-moving equipment 
franchise in Silverwater, selling graders and dozers 
to cockies and councils up and down the East coast 
– his true love was the ‘unimproved,’ untrammeled 
bush. Birds particularly.

And though he couldn’t remember many of 
their names – as long as he could look up at the sky 

David Watson

Who Cares Wins

Crying Man
Ken Watson – self-portrait drawn in condensation 

on the living room window, in Dundas, 2007.

and dream of the Wimmera (where he camped and 
canoed as a boy) he’d keep the Alzheimer’s at bay 
(the ‘living death’ the carers call it). Or at least that 
was my little delusion. Somehow, though, I didn’t 
have the heart to tell him about the Williams 
River. 

WHILST caring for my sick old folks through-
out 2009 I’d become involved with a group 
of Sydney artists concerned to draw atten-

tion to the ‘living death’ of another fragile organ-
ism - the glorious Williams River valley, up near 
Barrington Tops, north of Dungog. Threatened 
with inundation by damming since the 1950s, the 
valley’s lifeforce was eroding, fragmenting. Hope 
that its rich soil, verdant pastures, undisturbed 
wildlife and precious human histories might be 
saved was fast evaporating under the slick corpo-
rate spin of Hunter Water, a tributary of the NSW 
Government, about to hit local residents hard with 
rate hikes to pay for a dam they didn’t need. 

Today, as the public awakes, opposition to the 
Tillegra Dam swells. The Williams River Valley 
Artists’ Project has mounted two modest exhibi-
tions up in the region to protest the folly of the 
development;  and now a third, in Sydney, a little 
closer to the ‘decision makers’ in Macquarie Street.

Because losing a river is NOT – unlike losing a  
parent – INEVITABLE. 

As aboriginal Australians have long known - the 
river, the land, ‘country’ IS us. By caring for our 
special places we respect and honour the spirits of 
those who have inhabited and will inhabit them. 
By repairing and loving ‘country’, by tightening 
our belts, mending our ways and living more sus-
tainably, much is possible.  

I’d like you to listen to my elders, as their 
voices, raised now in protest, carry on the wind: to 
Val, who died peacefully in hospital in May 2009 
and to Ken, for whom Xaron and his ferryboat 
returned soon after. Kindly parents who loved read-

River Mourn, David Watson 2008.

ing and raised a wombat (the best pet a boy could 
have) in suburban Sydney. People who lived simply 
and loved the bush. Who knew its trees, its birds 
and walked and camped its wilds. Who passed 
these pleasures on to me, and to my children. 

Such voices flow more loudly now. They are 
chattering and chinking, pouring and spilling. 
Listen carefully - together they form a gentle roar 
- not unlike the rapids at Tillegra after rain. 

If we are to escape ‘the living death’ of envi-
ronmental disregard, Governments must begin 
to listen to these voices. With apologies to Mike 
Whitney, I would like to suggest a fresh mantra for 
us all ... WHO CARES WINS.

Vanishing Point 
David Watson, 2009.




