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Front cover photo: Members explore COGS Crace 
following our AGM on 28 March. (Photo: Lauren Campbell) 
Back cover photo: Mayra Escobedo (left) and Didi Sommer 
from COGS Erindale were among several members of other 
COGS gardens who made the trip to COGS Charnwood's 
open day on 28 February. (Photo: Didi Sommer)

Here we go again…
As a welcome to this edition of our 
magazine, you may have been hoping 
for more. 
But as a comment on the state of the 
world around us, some of you may 
share a certain sense of déjà vu. 
The contours of the current mess – a 
fuel crisis that may become a food 
crisis, and which is another kind 
of crisis altogether for those facing 
epic fury and eternal darkness – are 
very different than during COVID. 
Yet once again they reveal the fragile 
foundations of our everyday lives, of 
our Normal, of a status quo as tenuous, 
it turns out, as a shipping lane through 
a disputed finger of sea, half a world 
away. 
Perhaps, by the time you are reading 
this, the crisis has receded. But if we 
have learned one thing since COVID, 
it is that more crises will come. The 
fundamentals, as they say in finance, 
are shaky. 
With climate chaos accelerating, 
inequality spiralling and AI threat-
ening not just our jobs but our 
existence as a species – according 
to the CEOs of those very AI 
corporations – it is no wonder many 
people are searching for some sense of 
control. 
For COGS, this can be measured in 
our waiting lists, sensitive instruments 
for registering the ambient mood. 
Not quite as long as they were during 
COVID, but lengthening nonetheless. 

Plants, many of us are aware, are not 
so easy to control as we might hope, 
but growing food does offer agency. 
It lets us choose what we eat knowing 
what we put into it – and what we 
did not. When we succeed it gives us 
reason for pride, and when we don’t, 
a chance to learn. And because the 
vast systems that feed us otherwise are 
both cause and symptom of so many 
of the crises we face, few choices we 
can make as individuals do as much 
good in as many ways as growing our 
own food. 
But what struck me, as I edited this 
edition, was that when we grow food 
together in a community, as in a 
community garden, we do something 
much more powerfully political. 
Not in the sense that we resist the 
corporate duopoly, necessarily, but 
in the simpler sense that we work 
together. We collaborate. We share. 
We learn from each other and offer 
support. We face difficult choices. We 
put forward arguments and manage 

our differences. We seek consensus 
and sometime make hard decisions. 
In this edition, you will read about 
some of the choices COGS has made 
over the past few months, including 
some changes to our constitution. 
These were the result of deliberation, 
advocacy and voting, and they will 
have a real impact on our gardens 
and our future. You will also read a bit 
about the members who have stepped 
up to serve on our committee, and 
about other members we honoured 
for their long contributions, mainly at 
the garden level. 
In a society bombarded with 
distraction, pumped with rage-bait 
and divided by technology, simple 
civic acts like these begin to feel a bit 
radical. And yet, when we do them well 
enough, the result doesn’t look like a 
revolution. It looks like Sarah Aylott’s 
loving portrait (p.14) of a community 
garden: people who mostly like each 
other, growing food together with 
their neighbours and children. The 
most normal thing imaginable. 
– Michael Gisick
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president’s column

I am writing this report during a 
streak of cold nights and beautiful 
autumn days in April. In defiance 
of the local tradition, our heaters 
have been running since well before 
ANZAC day, and on the weekend 
of 18-19 April, we had a strong frost 
at Holder Garden which hit the 
remnants of our zucchini, eggplant, 
tomato and chilli bushes, so we had a 
big clean-up of our plots. We had been 
thinking of not planting too much 
over winter – just some garlic and 
broad beans – but then the fuel crisis 
kicked in, and we thought maybe 
we should plant some brassicas and 
lettuce. Perhaps driven in part by this 
crisis and a resulting spike in the cost 
of living, COGS has seen a steady 
increase in interest in plots and our 
waitlists have crept back up across 
many of our gardens.

Changes to our constitution
It has been a busy few months. In 
February, we held a special general 
meeting at Cook Garden to vote on 
constitutional changes. This was 
followed in March by our Annual 
General Meeting. Turnout to both 
meetings was heartening and I 
would like to thank convenors and 
others who helped to spread the 
word. The constitutional changes 
received a strong endorsement from 
34 members who voted in person 
and 28 who submitted proxy votes. 
The momentum continued with 42 
members attending the AGM. This 
support came despite wet weather for 
the first meeting and soaring petrol 
prices for the second. 
As you will read on page 10, the 
changes enacted in February 
removed the term limit on serving as 
COGS president and allowed me to 
stand for a fourth one-year term. This 
followed months of effort to recruit 
candidates interested in becoming 
president or taking on other roles on 
the committee. I am pleased that four 
members stepped forward to join the 
committee, but at this time no one felt 
able to take on the significant time 
commitment of serving as president. 
With the succession of the role 
uncertain, I was approached late last 

year by Vice President Peter Weddell 
and others to gauge my willingness 
to continue if the constitution were 
changed. I agreed with them that this 
would be an unfortunate time for 
COGS to be without a president. Our 
50th anniversary in 2027 is hard on the 
horizon, and with our license up for 
renewal in 2030, this is an important 
opportunity for us to highlight our 
contributions. We are also in the 
midst of productive conversations 
with the ACT government and other 
stakeholders over opening a new 
community garden, something I have 
lobbied for as a high priority during 
my time as president. 
With these considerations in mind, I 
expressed my willingness to continue 
as president for a time. I suggested that 
the committee consider extending the 
term limit from 3 to 5 years; however, 
committee members ultimately opted 
to eliminate the term limit altogether. 
I love this organisation and the 
people I have had the opportunity 
to meet across our network over 
the past three years. I am passionate 
about helping COGS grow and thrive 
as we continue to honour the legacy 
of all the wonderful gardeners and 
volunteers that came before us.
I will continue urging members to get 
involved with COGS at the garden 
level and on the committee, and I 
will be working to identify candidates 
who may be interested in serving as 
president. In the meantime, I look 
forward to pursuing the goals I set 
out when I became president, which 
reflect the aims and objectives of 
our organisation. We have a busy 
year in front of us, but I think we 

have made some great progress as an 
organisation over the last three years.
Against each of COGS’ aims:
a.	 Information and promotion of 

organic gardening – we made 
our website more mobile device 
friendly; developed new growing 
guides; enhanced our social media 
presence; developed promotional 
material to promote COGS at 
events; promoted COGS on 
radio; and continued to promote 
COGS and organic growing 
through Canberra Organic which 
is available for anyone to access 
on our website.

b.	 Development of community 
gardens – we invested over 
$56,000 in capital projects 
across our gardens, including 
new garden beds, new shelters 
and sheds and equipment; and 
lobbied for more community 
gardens across Canberra with one 
on the horizon at Lawson.

c.	 Work with likeminded organis-
ations – we promoted COGS 
at various events, including at 
Canberra City Farm; conducted 
Open Days with Open Gardens 
Australia; ran workshops on 
composting and other gardening 
matters with other organisations; 
and continued our partnerships 
with local charities and social 
enterprises.

50th anniversary of COGS in 2027
As I mentioned, next year COGS 
turns 50 years old. This year the 
COGS Executive Committee will 
begin planning our celebration for 
this major milestone. If you have any 
ideas, please let your garden convenor 
know and/or email me with your 
thoughts at president@cogs.asn.au
Finally, despite the tricky summer 
conditions, my wife, with some 
help from me, produced over 150 
kilograms of produce over the last 
three months, including 28 kilograms 
of pumpkins! We ate well and we gave 
away produce to family and friends, 
as well as to local social enterprises.
Happy gardening.
– Neil.
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 Community garden convenors 

COGS operates 12 community gardens in the Canberra region, with the support of 
the ACT Government. The convenors and contact email addresses are listed below.

Betty Cornhill	 Peter Sheehan 	 cornhill_convenor@cogs.asn.au

Charnwood	 Vacant 	 charnwood_convenor@cogs.asn.au

Cook	 Peter Weddell 	 cook_convenor@cogs.asn.au

Crace	 Peter Newbigin 	 crace_convenor@cogs.asn.au

Dickson	 Babette Fahey 	 dickson_convenor@cogs.asn.au

Erindale	 Didi Sommer 	 erindale_convenor@cogs.asn.au

Holder	 Lisa Walkington 	 holder_convenor@cogs.asn.au 
	 & John Hutchison 

Kaleen	 Richard Buker 	 kaleen_convenor@cogs.asn.au 
	 & Annette Lock 

Kambah	 Barbara Jesiolowski 	 kambah_convenor@cogs.asn.au 
	 & Allan Sharp	

Mitchell	 Narelle McLean 	 mitchell_convenor@cogs.asn.au

Oaks Estate	 Jinglong Chen	 oaks_estate_convenor@cogs.asn.au 
	 & Ewan Maidment

O’Connor	 Paul Magarey 	 oconnor_convenor@cogs.asn.au 
	 & Charlie Wood 
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around the gardens

COGS Charnwood Community Garden celebrated its 
35th anniversary with a very successful open day on 
Saturday 28 February, held as part of Open Gardens 
Canberra’s Autumn program. 
Having benefited from decent rains over the previous 
several weeks, the garden was looking its best for the 
roughly 200 people who came through over the course of 
the day. Visitors were free to wander amongst the 55 plots, 
while garden members were on hand to offer personalised 
tours for those wanting a bit more insight. 
The open day couldn’t have happened without the work 
of our members, from those who planned and promoted 
the event, to those who contributed seedlings, produce, 
preserves and baked goods, to those who lent a hand on 
the day. Coming together around a big job like this really 
helps to strengthen the sense of community at the garden, 
and we were proud of how well the day went and all the 
positive feedback we received. 
We were especially pleased to greet a number of members 
from other COGS gardens who made the trip to see us, 
and we’re thankful to Canberra Seed Savers for joining 
us and always being such a great part of our broader 
community. 
In addition to the good vibes, a nice bonus was the more 
than $2,000 we raised for the garden from the various 
well-stocked stalls. The late summer timing meant we 
could offer lots of fresh produce, flowers and preserves 
in addition to seedlings and other plants, baked goods, 
savoury dishes and snacks from the barbecue. Open 

Charnwood marks 35th with open day

days are perhaps more commonly held in spring, but we 
think there’s something to be said for the later timing that 
showcases the garden at the height of its productivity. It’s 
a great way to highlight just how much can be grown at a 
community garden. 
We’re looking forward to our next open day! 
– Jo McMillan

Marni overseeing the plant stall, with fresh flowers in abundance. 
(Photo: Ange McNeilly)

Charnwood gardener Peter E and kids check out the fresh produce stall. (Photo: Ange McNeilly); Plot holders like John Grubb were on 
hand to give tours. Here, John shows off the garden’s impressive pumpkin trellis. (Photo: Angela Anchugova); Plotholder and COGS 
Treasurer Kasey Jordan hands over a slice of orange watermelon grown by fellow gardener Doug Flynn. (Photo: Angela Anchugova)
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annual general meeting

A sparkling autumn day, a thriving 
garden and a full agenda greeted 
members at our Annual General 
Meeting on 29 March at COGS Crace 
Community Garden. 
With a healthy turnout of 42, the 
meeting elected a quartet of new 
members to the COGS Executive 
Committee, while returning Neil 
Williams for a fourth year as 
president. Members also approved a 
constitutional amendment designed 
to support beekeeping and recognised 
outstanding contributions to our 
volunteer-run organisation by 
inducting four life members. Please 
see articles on the following pages for 
more on the latter items. 
For many, the highlight of the 
afternoon would no doubt have been 
the chance to mingle with fellow 
gardeners while enjoying a barbecue 
and a wander through the plots. As 
Crace Convenor Peter Newbigin 
noted, the weather ‘couldn’t have 
been better, with a bit of rain over the 
preceding days to freshen everything 
up, and then a fine warm day to enjoy.’ 
The industrious spirit demonstrated 
by Crace gardeners in preparing for 
the day, he observed, was matched by 
the purposeful pace of the meeting 
itself. 
‘If a quick meeting is a good meeting,’ 
as Peter put it, ‘then the AGM was as 
good as it gets, with the various items 
dealt with succinctly.’ 
We will endeavour to summarize the 
proceedings in a similar spirit. 

Down to business
In his address, President Neil 
Williams recapped some of the 
highlights of a ‘successful and busy’ 
48th year in COGS history. These 
included infrastructure investments 
at our gardens, a major upgrade 
of our organic growing guides and 
work to establish a new community 
garden. 
COGS finished the year with 
a healthy reserve of $190,000 
despite a small annual deficit of 

about $3,500, according to COGS 
Treasurer Kasey Jordan. Water  bills, 
our largest operating expense, were 
up substantially, increasing by 
nearly $11,000 to just over $28,000. 
Compared to the previous year, water 
use rose by an average of 40% across 
the gardens. With some weather 
models predicting an usually strong 
El Niño on the horizon, hot and dry 
conditions are likely to continue 
and water use will remain a serious 
concern, Neil warned. 
Even so, COGS is well prepared 
for tougher conditions thanks to 
substantial surpluses in three of the 
four previous years. During that time, 
our reserve grew by approximately 
$45,000. 
COGS revenues come mainly from 
membership and plot fees. Beyond 
operating expenses, funds are 
allocated by the committee, based 
on merit and need, to support 
improvements at our 12 community 
gardens and other activities in line 
with our mission. In recent years, 
the committee has taken the view 
that our reserves are sufficient and 
has sought to invest in the gardens. 

Membership fees were cut by half in 
2021. 

Garden investments	
During 2025, COGS invested 
$25,330 into our gardens. Significant 
projects included: 
•	 Re-edging and aligning 

most plots at COGS Mitchell 
($12,103)

•	 Constructing an undercover 
shelter at COGS Oaks Estate 
($9,194)

•	 Excavation and paving works, 
and installation of new compost 
bays at COGS Kambah ($5,278)

Smaller expenditures included new 
raised beds at COGS Charnwood, a 
new water point at COGS Crace, and 
garden furniture at COGS Dickson. 
The costs for several of these projects 
were offset by impressive fundraising 
efforts by the gardens. COGS 
Mitchell raised more than $8,000 
through Bunnings BBQs to pay for 
most of the re-edging project. The 
works at COGS Kambah were offset 
by proceeds from the garden’s annual 
open days, and the expenditures 
at COGS Dickson were covered by 
funds raised through plant sales. The 

Crace shines at short & sweet AGM

COGS President Neil Williams addresses members at our AGM on 29 March at COGS 
Crace Community Garden. Neil was re-elected for a fourth year as president. (Photo: 
Lauren Campbell)
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shelter at COGS Oaks Estate was 
paid for entirely with funds allocated 
by the executive committee, which 
has identified shelters as essential 
infrastructure at all COGS gardens. 
In addition to the fundraising efforts 
noted above, Neil highlighted a 
successful open day at COGS Cook 
in April 2025, which raised $800, and 
a deepening partnership between 
COGS Dickson and Café Stepping 
Stone, a social enterprise that 
employs refugee and migrant women 
facing barriers to employment. The 
garden’s impressive glasshouse, 
refurbished by members during a 
multi-day working bee in July, is 
now being used to start seedlings 
by trainees from Stepping Stone’s 
adjacent urban farm, which provides 
produce for the café. COGS Dickson 
has also raised funds by selling its 
own plants and seedlings at the café. 
Such partnerships with like-minded 
organisations are an important part 
of COGS’ mission to increase the 
sustainability of local food systems. 

New growing guides
Another element of our founding 
mission is to help Canberrans 
succeed at growing their own food 
using organic methods. To that end, 
the executive committee allocated 
$6,500 in 2025 to commission 30 
new crop-specific growing guides 
from Ainslie Urban Farm founder 

Fiona Buining (who also manages the 
urban farm at Café Stepping Stone.) 
Those guides have been available on 
our website since late last year and 
provide an impressive amount of 
detail tailored to local conditions. 
Updates to our existing growing 
guides and planting calendars are 
expected to be delivered in the 
coming months. 

Potential new garden
Finally, Neil provided an update 
on ongoing consultations with the 
ACT Government over a proposed 

annual general meeting

Members approved a change to the COGS constitution related to beekeeping and elected 
four new members of the executive committee. (Photo: Lauren Campbell)

community garden in Lawson. This 
proposal is the result of persistent 
efforts by COGS, and especially 
by Neil, to lobby local politicians 
on the need for more community 
gardens to support a rapidly growing 
population. Unbeknownst to us 
at the time, these efforts led to an 
election commitment by ACT Labor. 
After being approached by 
government officials in September, 
Neil and COGS Vice President Peter 
Weddell attended several planning 
sessions with members of the Lawson 
community and Naomi Lacey from 
Community Gardens Australia. 
Residents involved in the project 
have expressed a strong preference 
to join the COGS network, and Neil 
said this appears to be the most likely 
outcome. 
Much planning and negotiation 
remains to be done, but if the garden 
comes to fruition, it would be the 
first COGS garden to open since 
Crace in 2013 – and might just arrive 
in time to mark our 50th anniversary 
in 2027. As envisaged, the garden 
will consist entirely of wicking beds – 
a very different model of community 
gardening that would make a fitting 
challenge as we look ahead to our 
second half-century.
– Michael Gisick 

Thanks to a strong turnout and a well provisioned afternoon tea, members had a great 
chance to mingle following the meeting. (Photo: Lauren Campbell)
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Outstanding contributors to COGS were recognised with 
life memberships at our AGM in March. 

John Myszka, COGS Crace

John is described by fellow members as the ‘cornerstone’ of 
Crace Garden. He has been a member since its inception 
in 2013 and a member of the garden committee for several 
years. 
John is the Mr. Fixit for Crace Garden. He has initiated 
or been involved in every infrastructure project at the 
garden from the beginning. He has taken responsibility 
for replacing and repairing taps and irrigation, replacing 
rotten timber sleepers and supports, building new raised 
beds, building compost bays and maintaining the shed.

Together with his wife, Liz, John has regularly collected 
surplus produce from the garden over many years to 
donate to the Mustard Seed Food Pantry at Gungahlin 
Uniting Church. These acts of kindness not only support 
those in need but also highlight the positive impact of 
growing organic food, and they bring great credit to 
COGS as a community organisation.
Finally, John is a great mentor and motivator of gardeners 
at COGS Crace. He displays his community spirit through 
his sharing of produce and knowledge, and by being the 
Chief BBQ Operator.
John is a credit to his local community in Crace and to 
COGS.

annual general meeting

Four join COGS honour roll

Newly inducted life members (from left) Mike Avent, John Myszka and Bev McConnell were presented with their awards by  
COGS President Neil Williams at our AGM on 29 March. (Photo: Lauren Campbell)
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annual general meeting

Mike Avent, COGS Cook

Mike has been a member of COGS and the Cook 
Garden since 2004. Mike was convenor at Cook from 
2015 to 2018 and has been a long-term member of 
the garden’s committee. He is the ‘go-to’ person at 
Cook Garden for practical advice and solutions and 
is particularly supportive of new and inexperienced 
gardeners. 
A few highlights of Mike’s contributions over 
recent years include supervising the purchase and 
construction of a new shed in 2018; leading the work to 
renew 20 of the garden’s tap risers and fittings in 2020; 
involvement in the renovation of the garden’s pergola 
in 2022; and playing a leading role in the garden’s very 
successful open garden in 2025.
Mike’s specialities include irrigation and fencing. 
He has embraced the role of ‘plumber-in-chief ’ and 
regularly helps fix fences, for example after a break-in 
several years ago. His skill sets have been crucial in 
keeping the garden thriving when things go wrong and 
have made him a most respected member of COGS 
Cook Community Garden. 

Bev McConnell, COGS O’Connor & 
Executive Committee

Bev has been a major contributor to COGS over the 
past decade, serving as convenor of O’Connor Garden 
from 2019-2022 and membership secretary on the 
executive committee from 2019-2024. 
During that time, Bev played a key role in revising the 
COGS constitution in 2022, simplifying its structure 
to better align with the ACT Government’s model 
rules. These reforms introduced an associate member 
category and added a clear process for resolving 
disputes. Together with Jo McMillan, Bev was also 
instrumental in preparing a comprehensive convenors’ 
handbook to help convenors understand their role and 
the workings of COGS. 
Bev ably represented COGS at meetings with outside 
organisations including the ACT Government and 
the Uniting Church and was instrumental in ensuring 
a good relationship with the church, on whose land 
the garden resides. She formalised weekly donations 
of organic produce to Companion House to support 
refugees and the church’s community outreach 
program.
A lifelong gardener who grew up on a family farm, 
Bev joined COGS in 2017 to learn more about organic 
techniques and has enjoyed sharing knowledge with 
other COGS gardeners. She continues her organic 
gardening journey by volunteering on the propagation 
team at Canberra City Farm and managing a community 
garden for residents of her apartment complex. 
COGS is a better organisation for Bev’s efforts over 
many years.

Paulene Cairnduff was presented with her life membership at 
Holder Garden, where she is a longtime member.

Paulene Cairnduff, COGS Holder

During her almost two decades as a COGS member, Paulene 
has been a strong supporter and contributor to Holder 
Garden and to community gardening across Canberra. 
For the past six years as a member of the Holder Garden 
committee, she has taken on the role of allocating plots to 
new members. Her happy face and enthusiasm for gardening 
makes for a warm welcome, encouraging members to engage 
with the community and bolstering the garden’s viability. A 
regular contributor to working bees, Paulene’s work ethic 
sets a high standard for younger members, as do her reliable 
contributions to the teas held afterwards. Through her 
efforts, Paulene helps knit members together and is always 
willing to share her deep knowledge of horticulture.
Paulene grew up on a farm in Tasmania and was surrounded 
by vegetable growing. However, her own interest in 
gardening flowered when she attended the Canberra 
Institute of Technology School of Horticulture and later got 
a job at a local nursery. 
Through her regular spot on 2CC Radio’s Garden Gurus 
program on Saturday and Sunday mornings, Paulene shares 
her gardening knowledge and promotes participation 
in community gardens. She has also promoted COGS 
through ABC radio interviews. Paulene’s volunteer work 
at Fetherston gardens in Weston strengthens ties with like-
minded organisations, showcases organic practices and 
encourages broader community engagement in sustainable 
gardening. 
Paulene has previously been recognised for her contributions 
to horticulture and her work on bushfire recovery with a 
Medal of the Order of Australia (OAM). 
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The COGS constitution defines 
the aims and objectives of our 
organisation and sets out its 
structures, rules and processes in line 
with ACT legislation. First adopted 
in 1981, our constitution has proved 
more amenable to change than some. 
Overhauled in 1985, it has been 
amended numerous times since, 
including updates in 2022. 
This year, the executive committee 
proposed two significant changes. 
Both were approved by members. 

Ending term limits for the COGS 
president
The first change removed the term 
limit on the COGS presidency. Like 
all members of the COGS executive, 
the president is a volunteer subject 
to annual election. But unlike other 
officeholders, the president had been 
limited to serving three successive 
one-year terms – although allowed 
to serve additional terms after a 
one-year break. 
The proposal to remove this limit 
was brought forward at the end of 
last year after it became clear that no 
candidate had emerged to succeed 
Neil Williams, who was nearing 
the end of his third term and had 
expressed a willingness to continue. 
In the view of a group that included 
Vice President Peter Weddell, former 
President Andy Hrast and former 
Vice President Michele Barson, this 
uncertain succession threatened to 
derail momentum at an important 
time in COGS history, with our 
50th anniversary a year away, 
discussions ongoing over opening a 
new community garden, and several 
other projects in train. 
Based on the committee’s survey 
of similar organisations in our 
area, Peter observed that very few 
imposed a term limit on their 
president. He and others argued 
that the three-term limit was overly 
restrictive, especially at a time of 
declining social participation when 
many organisations are struggling to 
attract volunteers.

The constitution did not specify 
the reason for the term limit, but 
in debating the proposed change, 
members of the committee 
considered several potential risks. 
One included various versions of a 
‘bad president’ or ‘president-for-life’ 
scenario, in which a term limit might 
be useful in removing a divisive or 
ineffective president. Whilst not a 
difficult scenario to imagine at this 
moment in world history, members 
of the committee felt that our annual 
election cycle and the checks and 
balances of the committee system 
provided a more effective remedy 
than a term limit, with little of the 
downside. 
More credence was given to the idea 
that term limits could help foster 
organisational renewal by forcing 
turnover on the committee. However, 

committee members felt the variety 
of other available volunteer positions, 
both on the executive committee and 
at the garden level, provided ample 
opportunities for members to get 
involved. 
Ultimately, the committee took the 
view that the potential downsides 
of removing the term limit were far 
outweighed by the risk – which was 
both imminent and had recurred 
previously in COGS history – of the 
presidency becoming vacant. After 
considering an extension of the term 
limit, consensus emerged around 
dropping the limit altogether. 
This proposal was placed before 
members at a special general meeting 
at COGS Cook in February, where it 
passed with 61 votes in favour and 
one opposed. This included 34 votes 
in person and 28 by proxy. 

A living constitution turns a page
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At the same meeting, members also 
approved a minor change eliminating 
a clause that prevented a member 
from serving as both magazine editor 
and information officer. Again, 
the constitution did not provide 
a clear reason for this limit, nor a 
definition of the information officer 
role. However, this role has evolved 
into a media-focused portfolio that 
naturally overlaps with that of the 
magazine editor, and which can be 
done efficiently by the same person. 
(Full disclosure: at present that 
person is the author of this article.) 

Beekeeping
The second round of constitutional 
change took place at the AGM 
in March, with members voting 
unanimously to rescind a rule 
that required the agreement of all 
members of a garden to host beehives. 
This change followed an incident at 

Vale Adrienne Fazekas 
Former COGS president and treasurer passed away on 7 May. 
We are sorry to share the passing of Adrienne Fazekas, a 
founding member of COGS Cook Community Garden and 
a major contributor to COGS as president and treasurer. 
Adrienne had remained a friend to Cook Garden, and many 
of its members, and helped ensure the garden developed ‘in 
the spirit of the original dream,’ as Cook Convenor Peter 
Weddell puts it. Her engineering skills were instrumental 
in many of the garden’s infrastructure projects, and her 
corporate knowledge and dry sense of humour will be 
equally missed. 
In her first column as president in the Winter 2005 edition of 
this magazine, Adrienne shared her thoughts on the legacy 
she had inherited.

As I harvest the pumpkins and the last of the tomatoes, 
capsicums and zucchinis, I reflect on the amazing quantity 
and variety of fruits and vegetables a community garden 
plot can produce and how lucky I am to have access to this 
resource. COGS, and its gardens, exists only because of the 
vision, enthusiasm and effort of its founders and members 
over the past 27 years, and their commitment to fostering 
local organic food production. As the caretakers of this 
wonderful legacy, it’s up to us, the current members, to 
ensure that COGS continues to thrive and grow.

Aside from swapping 27 years for 48, thanks to members 
like Adrienne we can say very much the same thing today. 

one of our gardens that fortunately 
did not result in serious injury but 
highlighted the need for COGS to 
update our rules and guidelines on 
beekeeping. 
The safety of our gardeners is 
paramount, but the executive 
committee is also keen to support 
gardens that wish to host hives. The 
spread of Varroa mite across the ACT 
over the past year, alongside other 
threats, is very likely to decimate 
the wild honeybee populations most 
gardens depend on to pollinate many 
popular crops. Hosting managed 
hives could help gardens maintain 
productivity while supporting local 
beekeepers and the wider ecosystem. 
In the view of the committee, the 
requirement for unanimous approval 
of hives created unreasonable 
uncertainty for beekeepers, allowing 
even a single member who joined a 

garden where beehives were already 
present to force their removal. 
Alongside the constitutional change 
eliminating that requirement, the 
committee adopted a policy providing 
clear guidelines designed to ensure 
the safety of members and the public 
at gardens that choose to host hives. 
These include requiring the garden 
and the beekeeper(s) to enter into 
a written agreement outlining 
roles and responsibilities, ensuring 
beekeepers meet minimum training 
requirements, limiting the number of 
hives, consulting with local experts 
about their placement, and erecting 
signage alerting people to their 
presence. Consistent with our license, 
the policy prohibits the commercial 
sale of honey produced at our gardens 
but permits sale of small amounts to 
support maintenance of the hives. 
– Michael Gisick
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Four new members of the COGS 
Executive Committee were elected in 
March. The following brief profiles 
are based on their responses to a few 
questions. 

* * *

Gardens Coordinator: 
Barbara Jesiolowski,  
COGS Kambah 

Barbara joined COGS Kambah in 
2012, just before leaving work in the 
public service after 25 years. She was 
looking forward to growing some 
vegetables to supplement her home 
garden. Little did she know that 
she was also to grow lifelong and 
endearing friendships. 
After a number of years on the 
garden committee, Barbara has 
served as co-convenor at Kambah for 
most of the past five years. Whilst she 
reports being coaxed into her new 
role on the executive committee, she 
believes the committee provides an 
invaluable support structure to the 
gardens and that this work should 
be shared fairly. As many members 
of COGS Kambah could attest, she 
brings to the role a real talent for 
building consensus and encouraging 
participation. 

Member:  
Angela Anchugova,  
COGS Charnwood

Angela began her gardening journey 
at COGS Charnwood in 2023 and is 
excited to join a committee for the 
first time. 
Learning to garden has been one 
of the best things she’s ever done 
for her mental and physical health. 
She has enjoyed both the gardening 
and social aspects of her time at 
Charnwood – so much so that she 
feels it is time to give back to the 
community.
She looks forward to learning from 
longer-serving committee members 
and to supporting the continued 
growth of community gardening in 
Canberra. 

Secretary:  
Katie Eberle,  
COGS Cook

Katie is a relative newcomer to 
COGS; she joined the Cook garden 
in 2025. 
She is making the most of her recent 
retirement from a public service 
career in climate change policy. Her 

big summer success was a bumper 
crop of jalapeños she is busy pickling. 
Although she too was 'volunteered' 
for the role of Secretary, she is looking 
forward to putting her experience in 
editing, writing and governance to 
good use on behalf of the Committee 
and the members of COGS.

Member:  
Mike Smedes,  
COGS Cook

Mike has been a gardener all his life, 
and a member of COGS Cook for 
about three years. 
Enthusiasm for community 
gardening runs in his family. When 
one of Victoria’s first community 
gardens opened at Grovedale in 
Geelong, his grandfather was so keen 
to demonstrate public support for the 
idea that he signed up all members 
of the family for plots, including 
numerous grandchildren. 
Mike joined the committee because 
he appreciates the opportunity he 
has had to garden at COGS Cook 
with a community of people sharing 
a common interest. He wants to 
see that opportunity continue to be 
available to all Canberrans. 

Meet your committee

(l to r) Barbara Jesiolowski (left), Angela Anchugova, Katie Eberle



13Canberra Organic Winter 2026

crops

Charnwood gardener and COGS 
committee member Angela 
Anchugova tells us about her new 
favourite variety of pumpkin. 

* * *
Last year many of my pumpkins 
didn’t mature before the first frost, 
so this year I decided to try my hand 
with Red Kuri, an early-ripening, 
smaller variety that has become my 
all-time favourite pumpkin to grow. 
A descendant of the American 
Hubbard squash, the Kuri was 
developed in Japan after trade 
between those two countries began 
in the 19th century. In addition to its 
smaller size, it was bred for thin skin 
and improved flavour, the quality 
of which is reflected in its name, 
which is Japanese for chestnut. It is 
also known in French (and by some 
Australian seed sellers) as Potimarron 
or Hokkaido pumpkin. 
My first batch of Kuri seeds were 
sown into small pots during the 

second half of November. Despite the 
seed packet promising germination 
within 7-10 days at 15-30°C, my 
germination rate was only 20% after 
10 days at 18°C. Due to this, a second 
batch was sown in early December, 
with ~80% germination in 4-5 days 
at 25-27°C. It would seem the seed 
packet was a bit optimistic about 
germination at the lower end of the 
temperature range. 
Serendipitously, sowing the second 
batch in a DIY germination box at 
home avoided the late frost on 4 
December and left me with plenty of 
seedlings to plant out.
Scouring the Internet for information, 
I read that Red Kuris typically mature 
90 days after flowering. For me, 
however, the pumpkins were ready 
for harvesting by mid-March, only 
90 days after transplanting. Perhaps 
this was due to the unusually warm 
weather, which the plants managed 
without problem. In total, I harvested 
23 pumpkins weighing 1-3kg each. 

As striking as they are delicious, Red Kuri pumpkin are well worth considering, especially for space conscious gardeners.  
(Photo: Angela Anchugova)

Red Kuri a new favourite pumpkin

At harvest one drawback became 
apparent: the extremely thin 
skin allowed critters to attack the 
pumpkin’s field spot, and some had 
damage from slaters. The thin skin 
also means Red Kuris generally 
can’t be stored for as long as thicker-
skinned varieties, though they 
will keep for 2-3 months if stored 
properly. 
Turns out the slaters were on to 
something, though, as I also liked the 
thin skin. It doesn’t need to be peeled 
before roasting and becomes soft and 
delicious when cooked. 
Although the seed cavity is slightly 
larger than that of a Kent or 
Queensland Blue, the flesh is dense, 
firm, sweet and has a distinctly 
chestnut flavour. The roasted seeds 
were also delicious. 
Finally, as you can see, the vibrant 
orange-red colour of Kuri pumpkins 
make for a striking autumn table 
display. 
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COGS Dickson member Sarah Aylott 
is using a break from the garden’s 
committee to relax into the rhythms of 
time amongst the plots. 

* * *
Do you find yourself lying awake 
at night plotting against your 
fellow gardeners? Are you getting 
uptight about what happened to 
your scissors? Do you send passive 
aggressive emails to the whole group 
in the early hours of the morning? 
Maybe it’s time to step down from 
the garden committee and take a 
well-deserved break?!! 
I have learned that when you do 
so, everything keeps going just fine 
(some might say, better) without you! 
Thanks to the dynamic presence 
of a whole bunch of new and 
dedicated gardeners and our lively 
new convenor, Babette(!), lots is 
happening at COGS Dickson. No 
doubt a lot more than I am aware of 
is going on around the plots, but here 
I will share some of the summer/
autumn happenings that have been 
inspiring for me…

1. Our new ‘shop’ in the tool room is 
a place to leave excess produce from 
your own or the communal beds for 
all members to share. I have taken 
lots of things home for my dinner 
and it is so nice to grab a few things 

quickly if you are in a rush. 
Members update new stock 
on our WhatsApp group. 
This makes it easy to share 
bulk harvests like nashi pears 
and tomatoes.
2. A massive tidy-up of 
our communal spaces has 
included new shelving, 
pressure washing, scrubbing 
and multiple trips to the tip 
shop. It has made the garden 
feel more spacious and 
fresher with room for new 
people and projects… 
3. Fiona Buining and 
her WISE gardeners are 
inspiring us all with their 
healthy-as seedlings that 
have rocketed to success in 
the garden next to Stepping 
Stone café. [Fiona reports 

that her urban farm trainees had 
harvested about $2,000 worth of 
produce for the café as of mid-April. 
Much of this began as seedlings raised 
in the COGS Dickson glasshouse – 
Ed.] Watching their neat, organised 
and effective techniques has been a 
great opportunity to learn. Seeing 
them grow things right next to me 
shows me what I could achieve if I 
had a bit more of an idea of what I 
was doing!! I am really excited to see 
such great gardeners in action and 
hopefully we can all learn how to 
grow more food in Fiona’s upcoming 
workshops!!
4. Member-led working bees just 
feel so much better than having the 
same convenor each time. I think it 
shares the power and work of running 
the garden and it’s great to have 
more diverse ideas and leaderships 
models. I know it’s sometimes hard 
to step up into this role, so I have 
really appreciated having people 
take it on. We have had some great 
working bees in the last few months 
( I haven’t been going but I have seen 

A portrait of the garden as the seasons change

Adriana is among the many gardeners who have enjoyed some give and take at the 
garden’s produce ‘shop’, a great way to share extra vegetables. (Photo: Sarah Aylott)

Leo sorting the compost pile at COGS Dickson. (Photo: Sarah Aylott)
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CROPPING news...
Angus, Jasmin and Nelly managed to grow, amongst 
lots of other things, such a beautiful crop of ‘Moon & 
Stars’ watermelons. 
Babette grew a beautiful giant golden nugget of a 
pumpkin, from the seeds of Sister Veronica’s legacy.. 
which then GOT STOLEN (but, we are moving on 
from that). 
Leo has succeeded in his quest to grow water bottle 
gourds. Now, he plans to dry them and turn them into 
little bird houses to hang around the garden. 
Sergei grew vast quantities of cucumbers and some 
beautiful littler watermelons for us all (unfortunately, 
including the RATS).
Sue carefully picked figs for us all to enjoy all summer 
and seems to have had lots of success in the new 
wicking beds, as has Rachael.
Gaby has managed to grow a brand new little baby 
who has been spotted down at the Garden. Gaby has 
generously offered her veggie bed for a communal 
crop of garlic while she is busy with the first months 
of motherhood. 
Teresa is producing solid crops of leafy greens in her 
beds – located dangerously close to the picnic table!! 
I think I am not the only one she is keeping in lettuce.
Jill has managed to grow big crops of herbs all 
summer and it has been so great to harvest them for a 
fragrant stir fry or rice paper rolls.
Adriana has been nobly tending the passata patch 
– sadly due to a tomato disease it didn’t yield up 
the bounteous crop we hoped for. Maybe next year, 

after some trials with ACT plant disease specialists 
– we will be more onto it with the plant health 
management?!!
Valerie has been growing heaps of seedlings and is 
now offering them up to anyone that wants some (so 
lovely).
KJ and Renzo have put in flowers and exotic new 
vegetables which are very exciting to see.
Nellie is in her new bigger garden and getting things 
set up nicely.
There is a new gardener next to me who, quick as a 
flash, put in a great crop of Chinese broccoli. I am 
excited to see the harvest!
Josephine has such luscious looking tomatoes 
- picture perfect and they didn’t seem to get the 
diseases others got?
Leah gave the herb garden a welcome trim and tidy 
up and now it is in its bushy glory.
John has got his celery thriving with bespoke pipes 
to bleach the stems ... will be delicious I’m sure.
Anita and Theresa grew an amazing selection of 
onions, carrots and spring onions in the communal 
beds – they were so delicious.
Kate turned up on the coldest day in winter and 
spent the whole day feeding and weeding the berry 
patch and then stepped in at the crucial moment to 
NET them as they ripened!! Thank you Kate !

* * *
I know there’s people and plants I’ve missed – sorry. 
I know that everyone is up to something! 

the results!) Our successful berries, nashis, figs and new 
projects like the pumpkin tunnel and the wicking bed 
spaces and composting have all been achieved through 
consistent group effort. 
5. I have been taking my dinner to the garden in 
the evenings and enjoying eating it alongside various 
gardeners coming in to tend their plots. I love watching 
people develop their different gardening styles and seeing 
their experiments with different ideas and techniques. We 
have a wave of new gardeners arriving and they inspire me 
with their enthusiasm and creative solutions to problems 
in their patch. Actually, just seeing their faces when they 
turn up to garden makes me feel happy. As someone that 
lives alone – I really enjoy the company and the break 
from my thoughts that time in the garden brings.
Happy autumn everyone! I, for one, am ready for some 
cool, calm days where I can wander around, water my 
spinach, drink tea in the sun and enjoy the quieter winter 
times of reflection, seed catalogue scanning and dreaming. 
Dark nights, cold mornings, more time in bed and less 
time watering! Good luck with your winter crops!

 
Working bees are vibrant affairs with  

rotating leadership. (Photo: Sarah Aylott)
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COGS Kaleen member Ema Ivarature 
shares her experience growing taro, an 
important crop across the Pacific and 
a conversation starter at her plot in 
Kaleen.

* * *
For the past five months I have been 
a very happy, proud, and by my 
standards, successful taro gardener. 
And as the Autumn days grew 
shorter, I found myself putting off the 
day when I had to pick the last of the 
taro leaves. 
Taro is a warm-climate vegetable, and 
the whole plant is edible. While I can 
buy frozen taro tubers in Canberra, 
I have very rarely found fresh taro 
leaves. 
I made the decision to plant taro last 
winter after I found a bag of small 
taro tubers, only slightly bigger than 
marbles, in a Canberra greengrocer. 
I put the taro in a paper bag which I 
then put in my compost bin, hoping 
it would keep them warm and help 
with germination. This worked well.
With Spring approaching, I prepared 
my plot by digging in mushroom 

compost and sheep manure, and by 
mid-December I planted two-thirds 
of my plot with 60 germinated taro. 
I watered every other day when the 
days were very hot, or twice weekly 

Growing taro in the Kaleen garden

when it was cooler. I noticed that 
once the taro grew about four leaves, 
small plantlets started growing out 
from the main plant in a clump. The 
taro thrived in the hot Canberra 

Taro is not frost-hardy but the tubers can be stored in a warm and dry spot over winter 
and replanted in spring. They are also edible. (Photo: Ema Ivarature)

Taro is a highly ornamental edible crop and proved to be a real conversation starter at COGS Kaleen. (Photo: Ema Ivarature)
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Lu pulu masima
Here is how to make lu pulu masima (corned beef cooked in taro 
leaves)

Ingredients:
200 grams corned beef, cut into bite-sized cubes
6-8 taro leaves
½ cup coconut milk or ¼ cup coconut cream diluted
¼ brown onion, chopped 
Pinch of salt and pepper
Chopped green onions (optional)
Diced tomatoes (optional)
Shallow bowl for the easy arranging of the lu
Aluminium foil or baking paper for wrapping if needed

Method:
1. In the bowl, arrange the taro leaves in layers, wide enough to 
wrap the meat, overlapping the leaves in each layer with no gaps 
between leaves. 
2. Put the diced corned beef in the middle of the leaves, add chopped 
onions, salt and pepper.
3. Pour in the coconut milk/coconut cream. 
4. Gather the edges of the leaves into a bundle ensuring the coconut 
milk is contained securely in the bundle.
5. Wrap bundle in aluminium foil or baking paper if needed.
6. Steam for 1.5 – 2 hrs or oven bake for 1 – 1.5 hrs at 180C.

summer, and fellow gardeners 
were soon curious about what was 
growing in my plot. I have enjoyed 
the resulting conversations about 
taro growing and cooking.
My intention for growing taro was 
just for the leaves. In early February, 
the taro had grown prolifically, and 
the leaves were ready to pick. I was 
able to harvest them weekly well 
into April and shared this harvest 
with friends and family. At the end 
of the season, I dug up the tubers 
in the hope of replanting next year. 
There were a lot of them – enough to 
fill three shopping bags. I would be 
happy to share some if any COGS 
members are interesting in having a 
go at growing taro. 
In Pacific cuisine the taro leaf is used 
in both savoury and sweet dishes. My 
favourite dish made with taro leaves 
is called lu in Tonga. Lu is made by 
wrapping meat, chicken or fish along 
with onions and seasoning in a stack 
of layered taro leaves, which is then 
steamed or baked in coconut milk. 
When lu is baked in the traditional 
way in an underground oven on 
hot stones, the aroma and the taste 
is close to divine, in my view. Also 
known as rukau in Cook Islands, 
lau lau in Hawaii, rourou in Fiji and 
palusami in Samoa, this dish is one 
of the most beloved comfort foods 
among the Pacific people. 

around the gardens
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In a dialogue of sorts, Editor Michael 
Gisick and Junior Correspondent 
Georgia consider the role of 
experimentation in gardening and 
introduce one such experiment. 

* * *
Gardening and experimentation 
go hand in hand. After all, what 
gardener hasn’t tried to replicate 
success, learn from failure or see 
what would happen if they tried 
something new? Passed on from 
neighbour to neighbour, and 
parent to child, the results of such 
experiments long ago, and over 
many thousands of years, must 
have been the seeds of the original 
agricultural ‘revolution’, as it has 
been described. 
Millennia later, in the 19th century, 
experiments in Europe identified the 
major chemical elements required 
for plant growth. This led, via more 
experiments, to the production 
of synthetic fertilisers, as well as 
pesticides, herbicides and the like. 
These soon underpinned a system of 
industrialised chemical agriculture 
that represented a far more radical 
revolution than the one that long 
preceded it.
This new revolution produced 
dramatic gains in agricultural output 
but also, as experiments eventually 
documented, serious side effects: to 
the environment, to human health, 
and even to the nutritional content 
of food produced by what became 
known, in a triumph of branding 
and recency bias, as ‘traditional’ or 
‘conventional’ farming. 
Fortunately, in the last few decades, 
experiments have also begun to 
reveal the intricate, microscopic 
webs of connection that sustain 
soil fertility in natural systems, 
with none of the side effects. These 
discoveries have validated many of 
the techniques used for decades by 
organic gardeners (and, of course, 
for far longer by actually-traditional 
farmers). They also point towards 

new experiments that will continue 
to refine our understanding of 
soil microbiology and, hopefully, 
improve and popularise regenerative 
techniques that foster soil health. 
Meanwhile, in the decades between 
the discovery of NPK and our 
dawning realisation that it is Not 
That Simple, people alarmed by the 
blitzkrieg spread of factory farms 
searched for alternatives. This 
was the impetus for the organic 
movement but also led to many other 
experiments by those who yearned 
to return the act of growing of food 
to its central place in our lives and 
communities. Lacking access to the 
scientific establishment, and often 
suspicious of it, their experiments 
could be a bit idiosyncratic. 

The founders of the famous 
Findhorn garden in Scotland, for 
instance, believed they had made 
contact with nature spirits or ‘devas’ 
that wished to establish a healthier 
relationship with humanity. It was 
the assistance of these spirits, they 
claimed, that explained the fabulous 
productivity of their garden on 
poor and windswept soils. One may 
suspect that their gardening formula 
of seaweed, singing and incantation 
leaned rather heavily on the seaweed, 
but one may also suspect that many of 
the thousands of people who visited 
Findhorn over the decades, as it grew 
into a major centre of spiritual and 
ecological education, took the role 
of nature devas somewhat less than 
literally.

A broad-based experiment

garden experimentation
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georgia's column

For my experiment, I decided on 
a somewhat more conventional 
approach than those endorsed by 
the Findhorn garden or certain 
music aficionados. 
My plan was to use broad beans 
as my test subject. I began the 
experiment in March. This is an 
ideal time to plant broad beans 
in Canberra and they are easy to 
grow. Like other legumes, they 
can fix nitrogen into the soil, 
meaning they can partly fertilise 
themselves. I thought it would be 
interesting to see whether they 
benefit from the addition of other 
common soil amendments, and 
whether they have a preference 
between them. 
So, on March 8, I planted four 
plots of beans, with some 15 seeds 
in each group. In Plot 1, I am using 
only organic manures, such as 
cow and chicken manure; in Plot 
2, I am using only home-made 

compost; in Plot 3, only Seasol (a 
seaweed-based tonic) and in Plot 
4, organic garden lime, with no 
other additives. 
I am keeping the soil conditions 
and watering as consistent as 
possible and have ensured that all 
seeds were planted on the same 
day and at the same depth.
Maybe the results will be 
inconclusive and less than 
perfectly scientific. However, 
as I was planning and carefully 
planting the beans, it occurred 
to me that because of this 
experiment I would be lavishing 
them with much more attention 
than I otherwise might. This 
likely would have been just as true 
had I decided to sing to the plants 
instead. More than any other 
variable, perhaps it is this extra 
level of care that will help these 
beans to thrive.
– Georgia

In any case, it is clear enough that 
nature, as it is experienced by human 
beings, is something more than 
what scientific experiments could 
ever fully describe. To borrow an 
AC/DC road manager’s memorable 
description of another kind of 
spirituality, perhaps the human-like 
forms we perceive in nature are ‘the 
blanket we put over mystery to give 
it shape’. 
Even the more scientifically inclined 
have, indeed, indulged a fair bit of 
anthropomorphising over the years. 
A famous example is the best-selling 
1973 book The Secret Life of Plants, 
later made into a documentary with 
a soundtrack by Stevie Wonder. 
Based on a range of experiments, 
the authors made a big splash by 
claiming plants were sentient, felt joy 
and pain, responded to music, and 
could communicate with each other 
and even with humans. 
Unfortunately, many of their 
experiments proved unrepeatable, 
pseudoscientific, or both, and the 
book’s popularity cast a lasting stigma 
in the scientific community over the 
study of plant ‘intelligence’. However, 
scientists who have persisted with 
experiments into what many are 
now sheepish to describe as even so 
much as plant behavior have yielded 
fascinating insights. 
It is, for example, now widely 
accepted that plants do respond to 
the vibrations we perceive as sound, 
appear to prefer certain frequencies 
and patterns over others, and create 
their own vibrations as a means of 
signalling – one of the numerous 
ways plants engage in what we 
humans can hardly help but describe 
as communication. The 2024 book 
The Light Eaters by Zoe Schlanger 
is a serious and well-written survey 
of this emerging scientific frontier 
and its somewhat mind-bending 
implications. 
Inspired by her reading into some 
of these gardening experiments, and 
others like them, Georgia decided 
to create an experiment of her own. 
Over to her. 
– Michael 
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around the gardens

Penny, a correspondent at COGS 
Mitchell, fills us in on the garden’s 
donation plot and offers her take  
on a challenging season. 

* * *
This year the weather made clear that 
it is the one – and not the calendar 
– that controls the growing season, 
punishing early plantings with 
frost and then broiling the garden 
with several intense heat waves. 
Nevertheless, by planting a diverse 
range of crops we were able to have a 
productive season at COGS Mitchell 
Community Garden. 
Along with other gardeners, I help 
care for our donation plot, where 
we grow vegetables that are given to 
the Gungahlin Community Pantry 
to assist those in need. It is a large 
plot of about 50m2 and includes four 
wicking beds. 
This year we planted beans four times 
and did finally receive some rewards 
in March. Tomatoes suffered but 
there were a handful for show. The 
Tromboncino and other zucchinis 
really shone and gave us plenty to 
share. One donation run included 23 
zucchinis! Other successes included 
long melons, which took their time 
but made it in mid-March. I planted 

lettuce, chillies, red mustard, bok 
choy, radishes, silverbeet and long 
beans. Snake beans were also planted 
this year and harvested in late March. 
Okra was trialled with success in 
small quantities. 
Many other members of the 
garden help with the donation plot, 
including Hasan, Syed and Fiona. 
Nicola and Ruth pitched in with 
weeding during working bees, and 
Paul, Tony and Li helped me put up 

A hot summer but plenty to give at Mitchell

Penny had success growing Apple and Papaya trees from seed. The latter will need a 
warm place to spend the winter. (Photo: Penny) 

some netting to protect the produce. 
Noel and Qiwen joined Syed and 
Hasan in contributing seedlings. So 
it’s a group project and a work in 
progress, and I feel supported by my 
fellow gardeners. 
This summer on the home front, I 
was successful in planting cotton, 
papaya and apples. The apple seeds 
were chilled in the fridge for a time. 
When the roots appeared, the seeds 
were planted and I had success with 
several of them. The papaya was hit 
and miss with three plants growing. 
I had four cotton plants growing in 
my plot. Now what do I do with them 
with winter approaching? 
Also from my plot I had a small serve 
of tomatoes, zucchinis and beans 
but kale was a disgrace with white 
flies galore! Pumpkins did well. I 
love their sprawling vines and leaves 
which soften the landscape. 
I visited the COGS gardens in 
Charnwood and Dickson this 
summer. It was great to meet others 
who care about plants and gardening, 
and to share with and learn from 
them. 
So all in all, it was another season of 
learning – of not thinking too much 
about the bad and looking forward to 
more good times ahead. 

Tromboncino and other zucchinis were the star of the show in COGS Mitchell’s donation 
garden this year. (Photo: Penny)
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community gardens

COGS President Neil Williams 
recently visited community gardens 
born from bushfires on Kangaroo 
Island. 

* * *
During the summer of 2019-20, 
Kangaroo Island off the coast 
South Australia was devastated by 
bushfires. Almost half the island 
burned, lives were lost, and livestock 
and native flora and fauna were 
destroyed. Around 90% of Flinders 
Chase National Park was burnt.
Earlier this year I had the good 
fortune to visit Kangaroo Island, 
something that had been on my 
to-do travel list for some time. I was 
taken aback by the beauty of the 
island and its size – it is 155km long 
and 57km wide. During my time on 
the island, I was able to visit three 
small community gardens. This is 
something of a habit my partner and 
I have gotten into on our travels.
The first was near American River – a 
strange name for an estuary bay that 
isn’t a river at all. It was supposedly 
named for a group of American 
sealers who camped there in 1803. 
The American River community 

garden, known as the ARBOR 
(American River Buick Orchard 
Reserve), was officially launched in 
March 2024. The garden is located on 
the original orchard block of pioneer 
settlers John and Frances Ann Buick. 
It still features a large mulberry tree 
planted in 1856 that continues to 

fruit. The Chair of the organisation 
that runs the garden, Andrew Buick, 
is a direct descendent of the original 
settlers.
Next, we visited the town of Parndana. 
Here we saw a community garden 
that was created through an initiative 
spearheaded by Sophie Thompson 
from Gardening Australia. Sophie 
had visited Kangaroo Island a few 
months before the fires and was keen 
to see what she could do to assist 
the residents in the aftermath. Her 
work focused on helping residents 
regain their ‘sanctuaries’ after losing 
both homes and established gardens. 
By building a community garden in 
Parndana, where there wasn’t one 
previously, Sophie hoped to ‘feed 
people physically while feeding the 
need for people to connect to gardens 
and soil’.
In a subsequent Gardening Australia 
segment, a local resident named 
Marie described how the garden had 
brought people together after the 
devastation of the fires. 

The healing power of community gardens –  
a tale from Kangaroo Island

Parndarna Community Garden on Kangaroo Island was conceived as part of the island’s 
recovery from devastating bushfires in 2019-20. (Photo: Neil Williams)

The ARBOR community garden began as a community initiative to care for an historic 
mulberry tree (Photo: Neil Williams)
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community gardens

For further informa�on on Breakaway at Bas�on, contact Mallacoota Real Estate on 

03 5158 0600 or email holidays.mallacoota@gmail.com.

This is a garden of reflec�on, educa�on and cul�va�on which showcases vegeta�on from 

Lowland Forests, Warm Temperate Rainforests, Coastal Scrub, Rocky Outcrop Shrublands, 

Granite Rivers, Heathlands and Gabo Island. 

Breakaway at Bas�on
Mallacoota (Far East Gippsland, Victoria)  

Holiday Accommoda�on 

Located in Mallacoota within Croajingalong 

Na�onal Park, this pet-friendly property is the 

perfect getaway to explore some of the most 

biologically diverse ecosystems in Australia, 

including pris�ne sandy beaches, colourful 

heathlands, tall eucalypt forests and ancient 

rainforests.

Breakaway at Bas�on offers two large living areas, four-bedrooms and two-bathrooms and is just 

a short walk to beaches, the town centre, golf club, bowling club and boat launching facili�es.

Since the Black Summer bushfires devastated over 1.3 million hectares of landmass within 

Far East Gippsland, the Friends of Mallacoota and the Victorian Botanical Gardens have come 

together and propagated over 100 rare, endemic or endangered species to create the 

Mallacoota Endemic Garden.

— Advertisement —

‘The garden has this peacefulness about it’, she said. ‘I 
was never really a gardener, but I water and I weed and 
I’ve learnt a lot more. The people keep you motivated. 
This garden has a really good vibe. It’s great to see all 
these people who had been affected, how much the 
garden meant to them’.
Unfortunately, there wasn’t anyone in the garden 
when we were there, but some five years on from the 
fire the garden still appears to be going strong. Don’t 
tell anyone but we helped ourselves to a couple of very 
sweet cherry tomatoes.
Finally, after several attempts to find it, we stumbled 
across a small community garden in the main town of 
Kingscote. Again, this garden was designed by Sophie 
Thompson and had funding support from the South 
Australian Government. It was called ‘Regrowth’. Like 
the Pardarna community garden, it was made up of 
raised beds and wicking beds. The wicking beds used 
old IBC containers so the garden could be ‘portable’ if 
it needed to be relocated.
The sense we got from the whole island was that both 
the people and nature were recovering strongly from 
the fires. The community gardens on the island have 
played a small but important role in that process of 
recovery and ‘regrowth’.
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A note from Erindale
This year we had an excellent harvest of pumpkins and 
squash, some as large as 7.5kg. These were mostly from 
seedlings we bought at COGS Kambah’s open day. One 
of our gardeners had a great crop of chillies, and Markus 
grew some mighty heritage corn (at right), which 
reached 3.5m in height. He direct sowed the seeds in 
beds prepared according to the plot preparation guide 
by Fiona Buining on the COGS website. He was very 
pleased with the root development and overall health of 
the corn plants, which each bore 3-4 cobs. Unfortunately, 
every single cob was eaten either by birds or rats before 
they were fully ripe. Still, we are considering the corn 
a half-success, and will find a way to better protect it 
next year.
– Didi Sommer 

Late but (still) thriving
You may remember the recent story by Ange McNeilly 
at COGS Charnwood, who was impressed how 
productive her plot had been despite not having planted 
anything until late December. As you can see below, 
the production continued, including a beautiful crop of 
decorative gourds. 

around the gardens



Water storage levels in the Canberra 
region and capital cities 

	 Apr '26	 Apr '25

ACT storages 	 83% 	 90% 

Murray-Darling Basin	 46%	 56%

Burrinjuck Dam	 38%	 45%

Blowering Dam	 21%	 32%

Sydney	 98%	 96%

Melbourne	 67%	 83%

Brisbane 	 84%	 87%

Adelaide 	 37%	 36%

Perth	 46%	 38%

Issued: 2 April 2026

Rainfall
Rainfall for the 3-month period 
from April to June is likely to be 
below average (60% to more than 
80% chance) for most of Australia 
except for parts of far northern 
Queensland where there is chance of 
above average rainfall (60% to 80% 
chance), with the highest chances 
occurring in April.
There is an increased chance of 
unusually low rainfall (over 50% 
chance) for large parts of the Murray 
Darling Basin, eastern Tasmania, 
and north-west Australia.

Temperatures
Maximum temperatures for April 
to June are very likely to be above 
average (more than 80% chance) 
across much of Australia.
The southern two thirds of 
Australia have an increased chance 
of unusually high maximum 
temperatures (over 50% chance), 
with the highest chances (over 80% 
chance) across New South Wales 
and neighbouring border regions, 
north-east Tasmania, and western 
parts of Western Australia.
Minimum temperatures are likely 
(60% to greater than 80% chance) 

weather report

to be above average across much of 
Australia.

Climate drivers
Forecasts for April to June indicate 
warmer-than-average sea surface 
temperatures are likely for much of 
the waters east and south of Australia, 
reaching up to 3 °C warmer than 
average in the western Tasman 
Sea. Warmer oceans can provide 
increased moisture and energy, that 

April to June 2026 BoM forecast 
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can enhance the severity of storms 
and rain systems.
The 2025–26 La Niña has ended. 
All models, including the Bureau's, 
forecast the tropical Pacific to 
continue warming in the coming 
months to levels consistent with El 
Niño by the end of winter.
The Indian Ocean Dipole is neutral. 
Most model forecasts indicate it is 
likely to remain neutral until at least 
the end of autumn 2026.

Canberra clouds (photo: Matt Mawson)
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winter planting guide

Frost-sensitive vegetables such as capsicum, eggplant and 
tomatoes can be started early in August indoors but may 
need a heated glasshouse or warm spot to germinate and will 
certainly need protection before being planted out in spring.

FRUIT
Winter is the usual time to plant and prune soft fruits 
including:

Strawberries
Plant certified stock or propagate from runners (not from 
plants more than two years old) in a soil enriched with 
compost or well-rotted manure. Remove old leaves and 
excess runners to tidy up the plants in winter.

Berries
Raspberries, youngberries, boysenberries etc. can be planted 
during winter while they are dormant.
Remember, these bear fruit on canes grown in the previous 
year so to prune remove all the old canes in autumn or 
winter making sure to leave the current season’s growth for 
next year’s fruit. Autumn fruiting raspberries bear on the 
current year’s growth so are cut to the ground in winter after 
they have fruited.

Currants
Red, white or black currants are easy bushes to grow in 
Canberra as they withstand very cold weather and don’t 
mind heavy clay soil. Currants produce a fruit rarely 
available commercially. They need to be pruned in winter to 
remove dead wood and around a third of the oldest branches 
to encourage new growth and allow for good air circulation.

VEGETABLES

Asparagus
Prepare the bed before you buy the crowns to plant in late 
winter/early spring. Since this is a perennial crop which can 
last for up to 20 years it is well worth the effort of establish-
ing properly. Asparagus needs good drainage and plentiful 
food and can be planted very successfully in a raised bed 
enriched with compost and well rotted manure. Seaweed is 
an excellent mulch.
The crowns are planted in a trench, but with the roots strad-
dling a ridge. Cover so dormant shoots are about 4 cm below 
the surface. Do not harvest spears the first year, and only 
harvest for a few weeks the second year.
Remember this is a long-term investment.

Broad beans
Late plantings of broad beans in June may be very slow 
to germinate. Better results are usually achieved with an 
autumn or early spring planting.

Kohlrabi
Prepare the soil well with lots of organic matter. Needs rapid 
growth for flavour.

Lettuce
Plant only winter varieties of lettuces (cos, salad bowl, 
oakleaf, butterhead and mignonette varieties).

Onions
Midseason varieties are often sown late autumn or early 
winter and longkeeping varieties in winter. However, the 
timing of mid or late-season varieties is well worth experi-
menting with by making successive plantings to determine 
the best time in your specific locality.

Peas
Peas can be planted in August/September for an early 
summer crop but may be very slow to germinate if the 
ground is still very cold or wet.

Rhubarb
This is a perennial but plants generally only produce well for 
a few years, then fresh plants need to be started from sub-
divided crowns planted in late winter or early spring. It is 
very hardy, but it is a gross feeder and will appreciate lots of 
compost or well-rotted manure and plenty of water.

Other possibilities
Growers may wish to start a number of crops in late winter 
rather than early spring if the winter is mild or if they have a 
sheltered garden bed.
These crops include artichokes (Globe and Jerusalem), 
beetroot, cabbage, carrots, potatoes and radish.

 
	 JUN 	 JUL	 AUG

Artichokes		  T	 T

Asparagus		  T	 ST

Broad beans		  S	 S

Kohlrabi			   S

Lettuce			   S

Onions			   T

Peas	 ST	 ST	 S

Rhubarb			   T

Silverbeet		  T	 S

Snowpeas			   ST

Spinach	 T	 T	 S

S = seed sowing; T = transplanting
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Advertising in 
Canberra Organic

Canberra Organic is a unique way to reach people in 
the Canberra region who have an interest in organics, 
gardening and the environment. 

Advertising rates
Payment is to be made in advance. COGS 
members are eligible for the price in brackets.

Size 	 Issue 	 4 Issues
⅛ page 	 $9 ($7) 	 $30 ($25) 
¼ page 	 $18 ($15) 	 $60 ($50) 
½ page 	 $36 ($30) 	 $120 ($100) 
Full page 	 $72 ($60) 	 $240 ($200)
Please contact editor@cogs.asn.au
Articles in the magazine do not necessarily reflect the  
views of COGS. Advertised products and services are not  
specifically endorsed by COGS.

COGS Community Garden 
Watering Rules

All plot holders 
must abide by 

the COGS watering 
rules. The rules are 
based on the ICON 
Water Permanent 
Water Conservation 
Measures and include 
extra requirements specifically for COGS garden plot 
holders as follows:

•	 The use of sprinklers is not permitted in COGS’ 
community gardens at any time.

•	 Watering must be by:
	 a handheld hose fitted with a trigger nozzle;
	 a bucket or watering can; or
	 a drip irrigation system.
•	 Plants must be watered without causing pooling 

or runoff.
•	 Tap timers are not to be used.
•	 Nozzles must not be removed while watering.
•	 Unattended watering is not allowed.
•	 Filling trenches is not allowed.
Thank you for your assistance with adhering to  
these rules.

Want to contribute? 
We’d love to hear from you! 
Please send contributions to:  

editor@cogs.asn.au

mailto:editor@cogs.asn.au
mailto:editor@cogs.asn.au



