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Keeping
informed
RESIDENTS of
Marrangaroo, as well
as emergency services, are being kept
fully informed of procedures being undertaken to decontaminate the
Marrangaroo military
depot after decades
of activity that
included top secret
chemical warfare
operations.
Residents are pictured during an on
site briefing at the
depot at the weekend.

PUBLIC SAFETY PRIORITY WHERE …

Chemical warfare
left its legacy
Story and photos: LEN ASHWORTH
More than 60 years after the last shots were
fired in anger in the Pacific War Australian
authorities admit that wartime clandestine
activities at the Marrangaroo defence
establishment on the outskirts of Lithgow
were so secret that they are still not 100 per
cent certain of what went on there or what
sinister mysteries were left behind.
Now the Federal Government is moving
to finally lift the decades-old veil of secrecy
and to remove any lingering concerns
about Marrangaroo’s World War II legacy.
The military base just over the hill from
Lithgow city was a major munitions depot
for Australia’s armed forces from World War
II right through the Korean and Vietnam
conflicts.
These days it is a training facility, but
still with the focus on explosives training.
For years after World War II there were

whispers about the activities at
Marrangaroo during the dark days when
Japanese invasion was feared.
People who did know about the depot’s
chemical warfare role largely feared retribution under the Official Secrets Act if they
said too much and many went to their
grave without even discussing it with their
families.
But the passing of time has opened
sealed lips and it’s now known that
Marrangaroo was a centre for the handling
of mustard gas and phosgene bombs —
hideous materials officially banned under
the rules of warfare but acquired from the
USA and Britain anyway for tit for tat
deployment against Japanese forces who
had no respect for such niceties of all out
combat.
Recently the Mercury revealed that
defence authorities were moving to finally
determine what was left behind at

Marrangaroo and to decontaminate the
site.
At the weekend the Army and its civilian
agents moved a step further in this process
with briefing sessions at the base for the
emergency services and for Marrangaroo
residents who could potentially be affected
should there be any ‘live’ ordnance.
On Friday the authorities met with NSW
Fire Brigade personnel from Lithgow and
Sydney, Rural Fire Service, police (including anti terrorism officers), ambulance,
Lithgow Hospital, Council and the Sydney
West Area Health Service Counter Disaster
Unit.
On Saturday there was another session
for Marrangaroo residents.
They were addressed by the Army’s top
explosives disposal expert, Major Kevin
Cuthbertson; Professor Garry Smith, from
the University of NSW School of Risk and
Safety Sciences (in his role as principal of

risk assessment consultants ENSR
Australia); Ms Georgia Derham, Assistant
Director of the Defence Department’s
Estate Policy and Environment Division;
and former Royal Navy clearance diver
Dave Humphreys, from the specialist firm
Milsearch who have the contract to carry
out the site exploration and decontamination.
The target groups were told that the
impending work at Marrangaroo was part
of an Australian Government commitment
to clean up defence sites around Australia.
This was against the background of an
admission that past disposal procedures
were sometimes not at a level that would
be acceptable today.
They said that there was little likelihood
of anything hazardous being found at
Marrangaroo but no chances would be
taken.
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Giving up its secrets
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The process will involved electronic scanning to identify where
materials had been buried then
excavate the site by hand beneath
the cover of a large specially
designed yellow tent to prevent
the escape of any materials into
the atmosphere.
Already a number of phosgene
bombs have been unearthed during test digs and these were all
found to be empty and totally safe.
The contractors will also be
commissioned to clear the site of
surface material including ammunition contributing to heavy metal
contamination.
The meetings were told that
tests already carried out have
revealed no unacceptable levels of
run off into waterways in the area.
When the work gets fully under
way in January the contractors will
concentrate on a 10 hectare site

on the south western side of the
base where 39 burial pits have
been identified.
The meetings were told that the
recent surveys had been hampered by the fact that the wartime
operations at Marrangaroo were
so top secret that no records were
kept.
The costly clean up could mean
a bonus for Lithgow where the
Council has long considered
unused sections of the sprawling
military base as having considerable attraction for civilian development.
Ms Derram said Marrangaroo
was not part of any ‘divestment
plan’ by the government.
But she said that remediation of
the site ‘increases the options for
its use’.
“We are cleaning up the area so
that we can better use it,” she said.

Need to take advantage Tribute is planned
of our natural assets
A Lithgow businessman and
candidate in this weekend’s
Council
elections
believes
Lithgow has been missing out on
opportunities to capitalise on
the type of bushwalking tourism
that is so popular ‘right next
door’ in the Blue Mountains.
Westfund CEO Grahame
Danaher says that Lithgow’s
neighbours, Mt Victoria and
Blackheath, are popular with day
trippers as they can alight from
the train and within minutes are
in local bushland.
He says Lithgow could provide a popular alternative but
had never sought to encourage
this aspect of tourism.
Mr Danaher envisages a project to properly develop a route
from Lithgow railway inter-

change, across Cook Plaza and
along Cook Street to a new walking track up the mountainside to
the Hassans Walls Reserve.
The path could terminate
around the Bracey Lookout,
opening up the entire reserve
and its lookouts to walking
enthusiasts.
It would, he said, require
some attractive landscaping
along Cook Street and the use of
imagination on the track up the
mountainside.
“I believe the value of tourism
is still under appreciated in
Lithgow and we need to think
outside the square with new initiatives,” he said.
Mr Danaher said that in particular Lithgow needed to cater
for day trippers arriving by train.

He said that members of his
group, if elected next month,
would campaign for early focus
on such a project and on the long
overdue redevelopment of the
Hassans Walls Reserve in general.
This needed to go hand in
hand with general environmental programs in Lithgow,
Wallerawang and Portland and
the rural villages that, he said,
had been given no real priority
by a succession of Councils.
“It should be remembered
that Emirates had the choice of
anywhere in Australia for their
first resort and they chose our
Local Government area,” he said.
“They straight away saw the
potential that’s all around us.
“We’re doing nothing about it
to help ourselves.”

Martin missed the bloodbath
Member for Bathurst Gerard
Martin said yesterday he was still
trying to come to terms with
Premier Morris Iemma’s shock
resignation.
Mr Martin, who was in
London during the weekend’s
political bloodletting, was woken
to the news that Nathan Rees
was the new Premier of NSW and
Carmel Tebutt his deputy.
Mr Iemma resigned after fail-

Support
your
Tidy
Towns
efforts

ing to win factional support for
his crucial cabinet shake up and
announced he is quitting politics.
It is the first time NSW Labor
has dumped a Premier in its 117year history.
The new Premier was
adamant that the Treasurer
Michael Costa would not have a
place in the new look cabinet.

He has described Mr Costa as
a disruptive force.
Abrasive Planning Minister
Frank Sartor and Health Minister
Reba Meagher were also high
profile casualties.
Mr Martin said from London
he was surprised by the way the
takeover had happened and the
swiftness of it.

Lithgow Council is to investigate the
most fitting manner to permanently
recognise the contribution to
Lithgow of the city’s best known retail
family.
Council has been told that the end
of the Bracey family dynasty on the
Lithgow retail scene should not go
without an appropriate tribute.
After more than 120 years as the
dominant force in Main Street the
firm ceased operations last year after
David and Gordon Bracey, the great
grandsons of the founder, opted for
retirement.
One of the company properties is
now operated by Harvey Norman.
Another, the main department
store, is now the subject of a develop-
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ment application with Lithgow
Council for conversion to a mini mall
and commercial offices.
Cr Howard Fisher said that with
the Bracey name now disappearing
from the CBD Council must seriously
consider a fitting recognition of the
contribution extending over more
than 100 years.
“This was really a good store and
good to do business with,” he said.
Cr Brian Morrissey said the Bracey
business was part of Lithgow’s history spanning four generations of the
family.
It was, at the time of closure, one
of the State’s oldest established family retail outlets and was fully deserving of recognition.

TODAY’S
LAW
Ross Higgins

WARRANTIES ON MOTOR
VEHICLES
If a motor vehicle is purchased from
a licensed dealer, the dealer has a
statutory obligation to “repair or
make good” any defect that appears
within a certain period of time. There
are many defects which are not
covered which include defects to
tyres or batteries, or a defect
disclosed at the time of purchase.
Unsure of your rights?
In order to obtain advice, contact

Higgins & Higgins
Lawyers
46 Main Street, Lithgow PHONE (02) 6352 1266
www.higginslawyers.com
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