
Throughout the organisationôs 20 plus years of operation in the Illawarra she has alternately held the 
position of either president or vice president and has been a dominant force and guiding light in its ongoing 
success.

As a young medical doctor working ñincredible hoursò in the NSW health system, Pat came to understand 
the answers to health, as opposed to sickness, would never be found within the four walls of a hospital.

Later, when she used her boundless creative energy to help pioneer, establish, then supervise community 
health services in the Illawarra, she again came to the conclusion that there too there would never be 
enough services to meet the demand.

A new and novel approach was needed, one that not only focussed on health promotion and prevention, 
but involved every section of the community.

Pat recounts her story:
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My Early Life
In my childhood I lived in Dulwich Hill in the inner 
city of Sydney. 

My mother was a talented musician and a very keen 
gardener in our large front and back yards. She 
loved birds and many wild birds visited our house 
including a currawong that followed her and waited 
for her on the telegraph wires outside the shop 
when she went shopping.

My father was a Chartered Accountant. He married 
late in life and had travelled extensively prior to his 
marriage. He always maintained that our Australian 
Aborigines were the ýnest race in the world and 
would never have a word said against them.

When I was eight my mother enrolled me in the 
Helen Kirsova ballet company which was composed 
of dancers from the Colonel de Basil Russian ballet 
company who decided to stay in Sydney for the 
duration of the Second World War rather than return 
to Europe. 

Helen Kirsovaôs studio in Bridge Street, Sydney 
became a mecca for dancers in the armed forces 
from all over the world. She also attracted some 
of the most talented and creative people in 
Australia, particularly artists, actors, musicians and 
choreographers.

My mother played the piano for rehearsals, so I was 
able to see both traditional and original ballets and 
their music, stage props and choreography being 
created in their entirety.

Kirsova trained many young Australian dancers but 
she also incorporated visiting world famous dancers 
and musicians into the public performances, so we 

never quite knew who would be dancing or playing 
on a particular night. Australians in the company 
learnt by imitation and were stretched to the limit of 
their abilities. 

This helped to create the most exciting and 
passionate atmosphere and performances and 
taught me the value of unstructured learning. 

The inþuence of this willingness to create, change 
and incorporate all available talent had a profound 
effect on me and has affected me ever since.

However as I grew into adolescence and beyond, 
my ballet ability became worse rather than better 
and as my two older brothers were completing 
medical studies, I decided to follow them.

Medical Career
Medical training in those days was mainly theoretical 
rather than practical and it was not until my second 
year after graduation when I followed my new 
husband, Bill, to Wollongong, that I began to really 
think I had something to contribute to medicine. I 
worked at Wollongong Hospital under Dr Ian Dixon 
and became Deputy Medical Superintendent. We 
were extremely busy and worked extraordinary 
hours but we tried to work as a team with all hospital 
staff, general practitioners and visiting specialists in 
order to care for our patients, many of whom were 
either known to us, or on the other hand did not 
speak English.

After having two wonderful children and working at 
the hospital for ýfteen years, I realised the answers 
to health, as distinct from illness, were really out in 
the community.

r Pat Mowbray was instrumental in setting up Healthy Cities Illawarra in 1987 and has been an 
inspiration to the movement in Australia and overseas ever since.S



Wollongong Medical School submission and 
Community Health Services
In 1974 I was part of the team, together with 
Wollongong University, that applied for an innovative 
Medical School which was based on the training 
of general medical practitioners, allied health 
professionals and community nurses together in the 
University, in general practices across NSW and in 
the yet to be established community health services.

We did not get the Medical School which went 
to Newcastle, but we did get regional community 
health services, so I went on to plan and implement 
these services for the next sixteen years as the 
Director of Community Health for the Illawarra Area 
Health Service.

There were at the time either no services or very 
few services in the following areas:
Generalist Community Health Services including 
Community Nursing, Health Promotion, Child 
Health, Psychiatric and Mental Health Services, 
Rehabilitation and Geriatrics, Services for 
the Developmentally Disabled, Sexual Health 
and Ethnic Health Services. As head of the 
team applying for and responsible for the early 
implementation of these services I was again 
stretched to the limit of my abilities and creativity as 
there were very few models to follow.

Establishment of Healthy Cities Illawarra    
Towards the end of my time as Director of 
Community Health I realised that there would 
never be enough services to ýll the need, so I 
became even more interested in involving the 
whole community in the promotion of health and the 
prevention of illness. 

I had heard about the newly established World 
Health Organisationôs Healthy Cities Movement 
which had two major principles - to diagnose 
the physical, mental, social, economic and 
environmental problems facing a community and to 
involve that whole community in their solution. 
So the Illawarra Area Health Service and 
Wollongong University in 1986 made a joint 
successful submission to the then Commonwealth 
Government for the Illawarra region to become one 
of the ýrst three Healthy Cities in Australia, together 
with Canberra and Noarlunga in South Australia.

As the Healthy Cities Movement had only just 
been established in Europe and we had very little 
information we were again virtually ñþying by the 
seat of our pantsò.

To facilitate this rather daunting task of becoming a 
Healthy Region of Illawarra we had one manager 
and one secretary. However we did have an 
enormous amount of community goodwill and solid 

support and ýnancial backing which increased 
over time, from the then Commonwealth and later 
on the NSW State Government and the newly 
formed Illawarra Area Health Service. Our four 
local government areas also became increasingly 
involved.

Taskforces
From the beginning we formed Taskforces to 
address the major problems facing the Illawarra. 
These problems were suggested by the seventy 
people attending our ýrst public meeting, so 
from the very beginning Healthy Cities Illawarra 
belonged to the community.  Having Taskforces, 
which have changed over time, has allowed 
different organisations, departments and community 
representatives to have input into our work. Many 
ideas and community development projects have 
come from these Taskforces whose members give 
their time voluntarily and with dedication.

Community Development 
But the work we are proudest of is the ongoing 
community development work we have done with 
disadvantaged communities such as Bellambi, 
Berkeley, Cringila, Port Kembla and the Aboriginal 
communities of Coomiditchie, Dapto, Warilla and the 
Shoalhaven. 

We have tried to choose projects for implementation 
in these communities that are of importance to the 
particular community and have merely assisted and 
encouraged that community to help solve their own 
problems.

We have often used a visioning process to help 
communities identify what they would like their 
communities to look like and be like in the future.

What have been some of the highlights?
Our ýrst Vision Workshop in 1987 and the wonderful 
staff and volunteers at the Bellambi Neighbourhood 
Centre and the subsequent ýrst breakfast program.

Our ýrst major project, The Clean-up of Lake 
Illawarra, Project Armada, in 1989 which involved 
two and-a-half thousand volunteers and 123 private,  
government, local government and community 
organisations, businesses and industry. 

The Prawn Sculpture and the subsequent co-
ordination of the creation of the Place of Healing at 
Hooka Park at Berkeley.

Our Nutrition, Heart Health and Dental Hygiene 
project with the school, local GPs, ethnic groups, 
local shops and all eighty-three nationalities 
at Cringila. The concert at the Cringila School 
where every child took part and Father Xmas had 
toothache because he was eating all the sweets!




