THE WARRNAMBOOL BOTANIC GARDENS

A History and Understanding of the Importance of a Curator

Compiled from Reports to the Friends of Warrnambool Botanic Gardens (FOWBG) Annual General
Meetings, 20072026

Introduction

The Warrnambool Botanic Gardens (WBG) is a heritage-listed landscape whose character has been
shaped, year on year, by the hands-on leadership of a dedicated curator working in close partnership
with the Friends of Warrnambool Botanic Gardens. Reading the AGM reports from 2007 through to
2026 as a single narrative reveals something the individual reports don't show on their own: a
botanic garden is not maintained by infrastructure or policy alone, but by the continuity of a single
accountable person — or, more recently, a tightly coordinated team — who holds the whole picture,
horticultural, historical, financial and relational, in their head at once. This document traces that
history and draws out what it tells us about why the curatorial role matters.

Timeline of Leadership

2007 — John Sheely Appointed

The reports describe a garden in restoration. Within his first year, John had begun propagating
garden plants, mulching the major trees, and replanting the first of roughly eleven garden beds. He
also began building the bridge between WBG and South West TAFE horticulture students, and
worked to establish a good working relationship between staff and the Friends — a relationship that
would underpin nearly every achievement recorded in the two decades that followed.

2009—2019 — The Sheely Era of Steady, Compounding Development

Across a decade of reports, a consistent pattern emerges: infrastructure improvements (irrigation,
bore lines, poly-pipe replacing galvanised pipe), heritage-sensitive path and bed renovation guided
by Heritage Victoria, ongoing plant collection development (Acanthus, palms, pines in the Pinetum),
and the slow, patient cultivation of set-piece landscape features such as the Money Tree, the giraffe
swing, the waterwise garden and the well precinct. In 2019, John undertook placements at Kew
Gardens and travelled to gardens in Barcelona, the Netherlands and Germany — evidence that the
curatorial role was treated, and funded, as a genuine horticultural profession requiring ongoing
development, not simply a maintenance job.

2020—2022 — Consolidation Through Disruption

Even through COVID, the gardens continued to be developed rather than merely kept alive:
automated irrigation was extended, the Nature Based Play Space was built out, and a staff rotation
program began — an early sign that WBG's institutional knowledge was starting to be deliberately
spread beyond one person.



2023—2024 — Transition

John Sheely's reports in these years continue the pattern of measured, well-documented progress
(path accessibility works, palm collection growth, irrigation expansion), while also naming a broader
team — Jason, Isaac, Kiah and a rotating cohort of trainees — doing much of the physical work under
his direction.

2025 — Paul Lamb as Curator

The report shows continuity of standards (palm fertiliser programs, the Nature Based Play Space, the
pinetum, the Curator's Cottage) alongside new environmental initiatives, including sprinklers
installed via grant funding to support the Grey-headed Flying Fox colony.

2025—2026 — Structural Change: From an Individual Curator to a City
Presentation Team

In late 2025, Warrnambool City Council restructured its works areas, folding the WBG's trade-
qualified staff into a broader “City Presentation” team spanning Horticulture, Botanics,
Arboriculture, Sports Turf and Environment, under Senior Supervisor Bridget Hampton. The 2026
report is candid that the first six to eight months were spent simply settling staff into new roles and
recruiting — a clear signal of the disruption that comes when a single point of specialist
accountability is diffused into a larger generalist structure. Encouragingly, the report also describes
deliberate efforts to rebuild horticultural depth: staff visits to Geelong Botanic Gardens and the
Royal Botanic Gardens Melbourne, and continued investment in specialist tools like the Hortis plant
cataloguing software.

What the Reports Reveal About the Value of a Curator

Several threads run through nearly every report, regardless of who is writing it, and together they
make the case for why a dedicated curator matters to a heritage botanic garden.

1. Institutional Memory and Continuity

Reports repeatedly reference projects “12 months on” or “since my last report,” tracking multi-year
efforts such as irrigation automation (which took roughly a decade, from early poly-pipe replacement
in the mid-2010s to functional night-time automation by 2020) or the slow maturation of the
Pinetum. This kind of patient, decade-scale stewardship depends on one person, or a stable core
team, carrying the plan forward year after year. The 2026 report's own account of a restructure —
and the months it took simply to re-settle staff — illustrates by contrast how fragile that continuity is
when curatorial responsibility is diluted or handed to a rotating structure.

2. Heritage Compliance and Specialist Judgement

WBG's status as a heritage landscape means ordinary maintenance decisions — replacing a path,
removing a failed tree, choosing a paint colour — require negotiation with Heritage Victoria. Multiple
reports (2013, 2014, 2022, 2023, 2026) show a curator personally managing this relationship,
sometimes disagreeing with HV's preferred materials but working within their framework. This is
specialist, relationship-based knowledge that isn't easily transferred or improvised.



3. The Friends Partnership

Every single report, without exception, closes with thanks to the FOWBG — and the substance
behind the thanks is significant: palm donations, the weather station, the well restoration, tree
labelling, sprinklers for heat mitigation, and direct plant purchases. A curator's role includes actively
stewarding this volunteer relationship, translating Friends' goodwill and funding into coordinated
on-ground projects rather than ad hoc gestures.

4. Training the Next Generation

Nearly every report names Horticulture trainees and South West TAFE apprentices rotating through
WBG. The curator's role as an on-the-ground mentor — not just a manager — has quietly built a
pipeline of skilled horticultural staff for the wider council over almost two decades (several trainees
named in early reports, such as Kiah and Isaac, appear later as core team members).

5. Plant Collection and Identity

The development of a genuine “botanic” collection — cold-climate palms, the Acanthus collection
considered for Plant Trust registration, the Pinetum, the Correa collection donated by the Australian
Plants Society — is described as deliberate curatorial strategy, not incidental gardening. The 2026
report explicitly frames the Hortis cataloguing software and garden bed remapping as work to
formalise WBG's identity as “a true Botanic Garden” rather than a municipal park, which is the
clearest statement in the whole record of what curatorial leadership is actually for.

6. Advocacy for Infrastructure and Safety

Recurring, unglamorous work — irrigation troubleshooting, drainage, the Fernery roof removal for
safe maintenance — shows the curator functioning as an internal advocate, pushing infrastructure
projects up the council's priority list on the strength of horticultural argument.

Conclusion

Read together, these nineteen years of reports tell a story of a heritage garden that has been built,
corner by corner, through the sustained attention of a small number of accountable, specialist
horticulturists — principally John Sheely (2007—2024) and, more recently, Paul Lamb — working in
genuine partnership with the Friends. The 2025—2026 restructure into a broader City Presentation
team represents the most significant governance change in the garden's recent history, and the
reports themselves acknowledge the growing pains involved in re-establishing the kind of specialist
continuity a single curator once provided by default.

The record suggests that whatever organisational form WBG's leadership takes going forward, the
qualities a curator has historically supplied — heritage judgement, multi-year project memory, a
trusted relationship with the Friends, and a clear sense of the garden's identity as a botanic collection
rather than a park — are not incidental. They are the reason WBG has developed as it has, and they
are worth deliberately protecting as the council's new team structure matures.
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