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As the 190th birthday of the Sydney Mechanics’ School of Arts draws to a close, it is 
time to reflect on the longevity of this wonderful organisation.

Originally set up to provide educational  
opportunities to the working classes it became 
the Working Men’s College and eventually the 
forebearer of Tafe, the University of NSW, and 
University of Technology. 

The SMSA has endured wars, depressions, and 
pandemics amongst other things, and survived. 
Never pausing in its endeavours, the SMSA is 
proud to be the home of the longest-running 
lending library in Australia. Over the years our  
members have included Billy Hughes, Tom 
Roberts, Edmund Barton, Henry Parkes and well-
known artists, painters, and authors. 
 
The past few years have been challenging;  
however, the tide has changed with the new

management team lead by our Chief Executive
Officer Lisa Harris, Chief Financial Officer Brid
Slattery and their wonderful team.

In our 190th year the building was refurbished to 
reflect a more modern image and major works 
have been undertaken.
 
Today, we can all be proud of the SMSA, and its 
190-year history, this truly unique and wonderful 
organisation where the love and passion of all who 
are involve will help it survive well into the future.
 
We are the guardians of this unique  
organisation, and we must ensure the Sydney  
Mechanics’ School of Arts is on a rock solid  
foundation for future generations.
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Celebrating 190 Years of the 
Sydney Mechanics’ School of 
Arts



Message from the President

2023, What a year! 

The Sydney Mechanics’ School of Arts  
celebrated its 190th Anniversary on the 22nd of 
March and what a busy year it turned out to be. 

The refurbishment of the foyer has created a vast 
amount of interest from the general public who 
suddenly realise the SMSA exists and has led to 
more people using the facilities. Level 1 and 3 
have also had renewed interest due to the  
professionalism and attention to detail by our 
CEO Lisa Harris. The new colors have provided 
a fresh and modern look with that extra “wow” 
factor. 

We have experienced an increase in tenancies 
which stands at about 99% and the new Medical 
Centre is proving to be extremely popular. 

The repairs to the building have been costly given 
the fact some of the work has been major.  
However, we have finally seen the light at the end 
of the tunnel. 

The staff have remained positive and  
enthusiastic through the entire process. 

 
I would like to thank all staff for their hard work, 
diligence and above all their professionalism and 
can do attitude. 

The board decided the titles of Lisa Harris and 
Brid Slattery would be changed to Lisa Harris CEO 
(secretary) and Brid Slattery Chief Financial  
Officer (accountant) in keeping with the new more 
modern image of the organisation. 

Our longest standing member Tom Thorburn 
passed away before Christmas and will be  
sadly missed by all who knew him. Tom was a 
member for 63 years and in that time he served on 
the board in various positions. 

On behalf of the board I would like to thank Lisa 
Harris and Brid Slattery for their ongoing  
perseverance and “can do” attitude which has 
placed the SMSA in a more enviable position than 
we have been for some time. 

A huge thank you to the wonderful, loyal and 
friendly members of the SMSA, we could not do 
these things without your continued support.

Winsome Allen
President 
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Treasurer’s Report

SMSA’s audited financial results for the 2023 
financial year showed an operating loss of $462k 
after building, administration and  
depreciation expenses. The total property  
income was $1,624k against property  
expenditure of $835k. 

Full details are provided in the Financial  
Statements, starting on page 16.

We have invested heavily in our building in the 
past year, there has been a significant upgrade 
of the air-conditioning system and almost $200k 
spent on necessary expenditure to bring the 
building up to current fire safety standards. Our 
building on 280 Pitt Street is our prized asset and 
we will continue with our capital works program 
to maintain and enhance the property for the 
benefit and enjoyment of our members, tenants 
and venue hire clients.

In addition, we have carried out an extensive 
refurbishment program which will enable us to 
attract new and high value venue hire income 
in the coming years and of course the refreshed 
surroundings are being enjoyed by members and 
the community at large when they participate in 
SMSA’s numerous social and cultural events. I 
would like to commend the foresight of our  
President, CEO and Board members with the  
refurbishment, which we will all continue to  
benefit from the improvements for many years 
and decades to come.

SMSA has performed very well in a tight and 
competitive leasing market with rental income up 
28% on the previous 12 months. We have a stable 
tenant base with a mix of not for profit and  
commercial enterprises and I am pleased to 
announce our ground floor retail space has been 
recently rented to Forest Family Healthcare.

Our investment portfolio has performed  
reasonably well in the past year buoyed by the 
resilient economy and rising ASX and this has 
fortunately clawed back some of the losses of 
the previous year. Forecasted outlook for 2024 is 
positive, so we hope that the markets will prove 
less volatile and produce sustained gains going 
forward.

This past year has been marked by surging in-
flation and we too have been affected with our 
costs rising 9% across the board during the last 12 
months. The inflation rate is starting to decrease 
and this should lead to a slowdown and  
stabilisation of price increases.  

I thank our board for their dedication and care, 
and our management and staff for constant focus 
on performance, governance, and ongoing  
dedication. Of course, thank you to our members 
for your continued friendship and support as we 
advance towards our 200th birthday. I would like 
to take the opportunity to thank our Auditor, Chris 
Wong from Watson & Erskine for his diligence and 
professionalism.

Paul Reid
Treasurer
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Our Board of Directors 
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Winsome is a former Chairperson of the  
fundraising committees for the Cerebral Palsy 
Alliance and the Benevolent Society of NSW for 
whom she is also a Life Governor. She is a  
Distinguished Toastmaster and a recipient of the 
exceptional leadership award.
Winsome has experience in marketing,  
leadership, management and training. She 
has owned several businesses including ballet 
studios, retail outlets, manufacturing and small 
business advisory services. Winsome promotes 
the SMSA through talks to community groups. 

Winsome Allen
President 

John has been a SMSA member for over 14 years 
and was a board member from 2009 to 2016.  
He assisted with the public programs to provide 
an interesting program for members and their 
guests.  A former NSW Government employee, 
working in the education and health portfolios, 
he studied political science and industrial  
relations at the UNSW.  John’s interests include  
reading, yoga, walking, swimming and the arts. 
John is Vice President of the Governance and 
Strategic Planning Committee.

John Robinson
Vice President 

Paul is the SMSA Treasurer and Chair of the 
Finance Committee. He previously served on the 
SMSA Board for over 12 years, including serving 
as President for four years, and as Vice President 
and Chair of the Board’s various sub-committees 
for many years. Although now retired from full 
time employment, he previously worked as an 
Industrial Relations Advocate and Educative  
Services Manager. Paul has served on the NSW 
Government Public Sector Industry Advisory 
Board as Director for over 10 years, and is a 
current Trustee of Unions NSW. He is currently a 
Member of the Australian Institute of Company 
Directors.

Paul Reid 
Treasurer

Steve’s background in long-term community 
development, education, training & events have 
given him the skills to make positive  
contributions to the SMSA.
Steve has previously served on a university Board 
and Academic Senate, as well as National, State 
& NGO roles and continues in leadership roles 
with other community groups. 
Steve has been active on various SMSA  
Committees and member activities. As with any 
Board member we always welcome member 
contact & ideas. 

Steve R M Warren
Vice President 



Our Board of Directors cont.

Geoff has been a member of the SMSA for over 
45 years. He has served on the Board since 2009 
as a Director and as a Vice President. He has 
served on the Building, Membership, Finance 
and Grants committees during that time. Geoff 
is a professional engineer with broad experience 
in engineering work, with a particular emphasis 
on project management and documentation. He 
enjoys reading mystery and science fiction. Geoff 
is a Vice President and Chair of the Building 
Committee.

Geoff Web
Vice President 

Christine is the Head of Marketing and  
Communications at the Property Industry  
Foundation, which brings together the  
property and construction industry to build 
homes for homeless youth. Prior to taking on this 
role in 2020, she spent more than 15 years  
leading marketing, communications and  
fundraising teams for Odyssey House NSW, 
Youth Off The Streets and the Leukaemia  
Foundation. She is an experienced team leader 
with a demonstrated history of working in the 
not-for-profit industry and is skilled in working 
on Executive teams in non-profit organisations, 
branding & identity, strategic planning,  
communications, community engagement and 
fundraising.

Christine Campbell
Director

A former SMSA Librarian, Cecile has been a 
member of the school for many years. An avid 
reader and lover of literature, she is interested 
in maintaining the quality of good reading that 
we have in the Library. Cecile was elected to the 
Board in 2015 and has also previously served as 
Vice President of the Members’ Services and the 
Library and Membership committees.

Cecile Cornford 
Director
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Merilyn has been a member of the SMSA for over 
40 years and was a Board member from 2008 to 
2012. She is a retired research librarian and  
archivist having worked in librarianship and  
related fields since1966. Work included  
teaching at the Graduate School of Librarianship 
at UNSW, for the Library Association of Australia 
and on large scale database projects. During the 
last thirty years she set up and managed  
specialist resource centres in the fields of  
industrial relations and business and labour 
history at two research centres in the University 
of Sydney.  This gave her excellent experience in 
working with diverse groups, coping with  
organisational change and forward planning.
She is passionate about history, reading, music, 
the arts and cats.

Merilyn Bryce 
Director



Shirley has been a member of the SMSA for over 
19 years and was elected to the Board in 2012. 
Having had valuable experience working in 
accounts, payroll and personnel departments, 
Shirley has also volunteered for several  
organisations. She regularly volunteers in the 
Tom Keneally Centre where she has the  
opportunity to meet members and is also on the 
Board’s Library & Membership Committee.  
Shirley is passionate about reading, theatre and 
film but most importantly enjoys spending time 
with her family.

Shirley Hunt
Director

Neridah Baker has been a member of the SMSA 
since 2008. She has worked with academics and 
practitioners to enhance the quality of learning 
and teaching in universities, specialist medical 
education and dental professional development. 
Neridah brings expertise in strategy and policy 
development, program management and  
evaluation to the Board of SMSA.

Neridah Baker
Director 

Lance Wright KC has practiced in the fields of 
Industrial Relations and Industrial and  
Employment Law for over 50 years.
Prior to his appointment to the bench, he worked 
for a number of trade unions and for a law firm in 
the field of industrial law. He then practised as a 
barrister and was appointed as Queens Counsel 
(QC, now KC). 
Lance was President of the New South Wales 
Industrial Relations Commission and the New 
South Wales Industrial Court from 1998 until 
2008.
Since retirement he has been a Consultant to 
a major employment law firm and Patron of the 
Industrial Relations Society of NSW. He has also 
conducted inquiries into, or on behalf of, a  
number of public sector organisations. 

Lance Wright 
Director

Gavin is an international theatre director, staging 
productions in the USA, UK, Japan, Germany and 
most recently China, for Andrew Lloyd Webber’s 
Really Useful Group. His career in the  
entertainment industry extends from local 
Australian arts companies like Sydney Dance 
Company to international events like the London 
Olympics. He is equipped in all facets of theatre 
and event production, with a passion for  
community engagement. Gavin trained at the 
Carlton School of Arts and is passionate about 
ensuring the SMSA culture continues to thrive for 
future generations.

Gavin Mitford 
Director
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Committees 
Each committee of the Board is chaired by the Vice President and the Finance Committee is 
chaired by the Treasurer.
 
Finance:      Paul Reid
Governance and Strategic Planning:  John Robinson
Library and Membership:    Steve Warren
Building:      Geoff Webb

Governance and Strategic  
Planning

The Board decided in 2023 to separate the 
functions of governance and strategy, a Strategic 
Planning Committee will be put in place in 2024 
to oversee and drive strategy. The Governance 
Committee oversees the board of directors in 
their functions, duties and drives the policy  
development.
 
During 2023 the Board deemed it important to 
realign governance performance with the  
organisation’s current needs. The board  
members and senior executives invested in 
governance training to help navigate the range 
of increasing difficult challenges facing boards 
today in complex regulatory and geopolitical risk 
environments. This training defined the blurred 
line between board and management  
responsibilities in the rapidly evolving  
expectations of corporate accountability and 
stakeholder engagement.
 
Board and management are working through 
our current policies as well as developing new 
policies to stay ahead of challenging governance 
and risk issues.

•   Determine the strategic priorities the SMSA that  
     we will focus on over the next one to three years;  
     and
•   Agree on the next steps. 

The framework of a new Strategic plan has now 
been established along with our Purpose,  
Aspirations & Values and the five strategic pillars 
encompassing Member services, People,  
Financial sustainability, Brand positioning and 
Strategic partnerships.
 
Thank you to my fellow Committee members, 
Christine Campbell, Paul Reid, Lance Wright,  
Neridah Baker and Merilyn Bryce for your  
commitment, support, and guidance during the 
year.
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Strategy Planning

The Board and management team met in 2023 to 
conduct a strategy review of the organisation and 
our objectives to:
•   Develop a strategic framework for the SMSA     
      including purpose, vision, and values. 

Library & Membership

Like all activities at SMSA and elsewhere, our 
Library including the TKC has faced obstacles but 
we are resilient as we adapt to this new phase 
post covid. Our Library staff and volunteers have 
done an excellent job under the leadership of 
Erika Samonte our Library Manager. We extend 
our gratitude to CEO Lisa Harris for her valuable 
contributions.
The Tom Keneally Centre has undertaken a  
significant transformation, thanks to the  
dedication of our team of volunteers and the 
guidance of the staff. I would encourage members 
to explore the TKC and make use of this unique 
collection. 
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The Library continues to be a valued hub by our 
members alongside other SMSA activities. In 
addition to the regular displays and new books 
showcased in the Library, we’ve introduced  
occasional craft and conversation activities.
We eagerly anticipate the continued patronage 
of our members and are committed to enhancing 
both our physical and digital collections.  
Suggestions from members are always  
welcomed as we strive for ongoing improvement.

We undertook further repairs to the waterproofing 
membrane on the roof. 
 
We refurbished the depilated and tired meeting 
rooms on levels three and one. This refurbishment 
was complimented with contemporary furniture to 
ensure a complete, modernised, and refined look.

Liz Charlton, Building Services Executive and 
Jamie Harrison Building Manager managed and 
delivered these essential building projects. 

The Building Committee would like to thank both 
Liz and Jamie for their commitment, hard work, 
and supervision to deliver these key projects in a 
timely manner. 

Building

During 2023 the SMSA undertook significant 
upgrades to our air- conditioning, as well as vital 
repairs and improvements to the building’s  
dampers were completed as required by fire  
protection regulations. 

IMAGE: Sketch of Sydney Mechanics’ School of Arts Labratory & Ladies’ Reading Room 1879 
Image credit: The Sydney School of Arts Interior Arrangement, Illustrated Sydney News, 14 June 1879  
p 4 from the State Library NSW collection. 



Our Structure - Meet the 
Team

The SMSA’s key personnel are listed below, each member of our team plays an important 
and valuable role in helping us achieve our objectives.

Chief Executive Officer
Lisa Harris
 
Chief Financial Officer
Brid Slattery
 
Library Manager
Erika Samonte
 
Building Services Executive
Liz Charlton
 
Social Media Executive
Victoria Hall
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Sales and Events Executive
Leah Ashton
 
Membership and Marketing Coordinator
To be recruited
 
Library Assistant
Di Stewart
 
Casual Library Assistants
Aasia Akhtar
Sarka Soltys
Liliana Navarro

IMAGE: A carefully curated book display by SMSA Library staff in celebration of International Women’s Day  
(March 2023)



Our Visions & Values
The Board and management team met in 2023 to develop a strategic framework for the 
SMSA, this included our purpose, vision, and values. This process outlined priorities for the 
next one to three years.

Supporting members since 1833, the SMSA is a community of members who share an interest 
in self-directed learning, the exploration of ideas and the benefits of fellowship.

Our Purpose

Is to serve our members for the next one hundred years as a relevant and vibrant hub of  
learning, exploration and sharing that is valued by the community.

Our Aspiration

Member centric ( in everything we do), life -long learning ( as an objective for all) and  
mutual respect and inclusion ( as rights to be expected)

Our Values
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Purpose Aspiration Values
We are a community of members 

who share an interest in self- 
directed learning, the  

exploration of ideas and the  
benefits of fellowship.

Supporting members since 1833

To serve our members for the 
next one hundred years as a  
relevant and vibrant hub of  

learning, exploration and sharing 
that is valued by the community.

Member Centricity
     (in everything we do)

Life-Long Learning
     (as an objective for all)

Mutual Respect and Inclusion
     (as rights to be expected)

Why we exist What we aspire to What makes us successful

Member  
Services

We will deliver a 
portfolio of quality 
services that are 
attractive and meet 
the interests and 
needs of our  
members.

We will protect the 
independence of 
our funding, and 
manage our assets 
to maximize their 
value, utilization 
and return.

Financial  
Sustainability

We will have a 
competitive brand 
positioning which 
attracts members 
and partners. 

Brand  
Positioning

We will proactively 
seek strategic  
partnerships with 
appropriate  
organisations that 
can assist us to  
deliver our strategy.

Strategic  
Partnerships

We will develop 
capable people, 
ensuring good 
service delivery,  
governance and 
leadership to deliver 
our strategy.

People

To be successful in delivering the Purpose and Vision, we must achieve these   
STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES

Strategic Framework



SMSA Grants Program
The SMSA Grants program provides valuable resources to not-for-profit like-minded 
organisations whose values and objectives are in line with our own, aiding projects or 
providing services they otherwise would not be able to.

The National Council of Women NSW (NCW 
NSW) received $3,000.00 from the SMSA Grant 
Program in 2023, this award provides resources 
to women who have shown outstanding  
resilience and dedication to their studies during 
postgraduate or honours educational years. 
The SMSA has a long history supporting women’s

education with the first female SMSA member 
being admitted in August 1833. The SMSA is a 
proud sponsor of the NCW NSW “Celebrating 
being an Australian Award” and congratulates 
our Award Recipients, Emma Ciechan, Belinda 
O’Connell-Milner, and Sharna’e Tanti on their  
 outstanding dedication to postgraduate studies.

Winsome Allen, Emma 
Ciechan, Belinda  
O’Connell-Milner, Shar-
na’e Tanti and Paul Reid

Victoria Hall, Sharna’e Tanti and 
Her Excellency the Honourable 
Margaret Beazley

Winsome Allen, Emma Ciechan and 
Her Excellency the Honourable  
Margaret Beazley
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Winsome Allen, Belinda O’Connell- 
Milner and Her Excellency the  
Honourable Margaret Beazley

Middle left image credit: Victoria Hall,  
Sydney Mechanics’ School of Arts.

All other images credit: Michael Mannington 
OAM from Community Photography

Awardees and NCW 
sponsors
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Members’ Activities,  
Engagement & Community

Members’ Activities 

2023 saw an expansion of Members’ Groups as 
we added Bridge, Canasta and French  
Conversation to our resume, as well as  
reinstating, the Chess club. They, along with the 
Mahjong groups are welcome sights on the 3rd 
floor every week. 

The Knitting & Crochet Group continued their 
fabulous work for Wrap with Love which provides 
wraps to people in need in Australia and around 
the world. And with some help from the Bayside 
Men’s Shed we can also now have their work 
displayed in the library. 

Murder on a Monday and Mystery & Crime  
Reading Groups have been going strong and

Members’ Recreation and Discussion 
Groups 

covered a variety of new topics this year. 

The Poetry at SMSA Group were also able to add 
to their tradition of performing Coleridge’s The 
Rime of the Ancient Mariner in November, by 
showcasing works by T.S. Elliot in June and  
Robert Frost in October. We look forward to  
seeing what they do in 2024.

As well as the Poetry Group, SMSA Member Peter 
Rainey Coordinates the Classic Film screenings. 
These were once again well attended and will 
continue on the second Thursday of each month. 

The top films were:
• Schindler’s List 
• The Tokyo Story (1953); and 
• The Wizard of Oz (1939)
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Engagement - Talks & Events 

The School held 32 public talks and events in 
2023 which addressed diverse topics including 
health, science, history, art, crime,  
environmental and social issues and literature. 

We had special events including 30th Anniversary 
of Schindler’s List: Talk & Film Screening,  
Mystery & Crime Lecture by Celine van Golde, 
and a public reading of A Christmas Carol by 
Geoffrey Usher.

Some popular in-person events throughout the 
year included:
•   Dance for Health: Insights into the health  
     benefits of dance
•   Pine Gap – An American and Australian  
     Collection Facility – Author talk with David     
     Rosenberg
•   The Ballad of Abdul Wade – the untold history  
     of the first Afghan men to come to NSW with  
     author Ryan Butta
•   Rose Ellis on the life of Bee Miles in  
     conversation with Mandy Sayers
•   The Seven with Chris Hammer in conversation  
     with Catherine du Peloux Menagé

Suggestions from members about topics and 
speakers that you would like to see in the future 
are always welcome.

Public Talks and Events

Members’ Events

The SMSA celebrated its 190th anniversary this 
year by holding two Christmas Parties in an 
effort to reach as many members as possible. 
These very successful events give us hope that 
the SMSA will be around for at least another 100 
years.

2023 has been a year of action for the SMSA, with 
increasing visibility, inclusivity and diversity being 
key goals. 

Throughout 2023 we have strived to capture our 
vibrant and creative community on our digital 
platforms. Sharing pictures and stories of our 
members, their performances, friendships, and 
celebrations, we hope to celebrate our thriving 
community.  Within our digital platforms we have 
found a sense of fellowship outside of our walls 
which has led to external projects, like the Bayside 
Men’s Shed collaboration.  

By building authentic relationships with  
surrounding institutions and similar members 
groups, the SMSA was proud to be included in  
city-wide initiatives such as Rare Book Week, 
which has reignited our passion to be present in 
Sydney’s cultural scene.  

This year the SMSA was excited to reveal our  
Acknowledgement of Country signs. 

The new signs were made in partnership with 
Ochre Dawn, an Aboriginal owned and operated 
branding and marketing company. Our new signs 
were designed by Ngarrindjeri artist Jordan  
Lovegrove.  

The SMSA also joined the Welcome Here Project. 
This project supports businesses in creating  
spaces that are visibly welcoming, safe, and  
inclusive for LGBTQIA+ people. The SMSA is  
committed to this project.

Community

Member’s Activities,  
Engagement & Community cont.
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SMSA Christmas PartY 2023



Services

The Tom Keneally Centre 

2023 saw the Tom Keneally Centre flurry with 
activity. Our dedicated volunteers got to become 
even more involved with the space hosting a  
Special Collection for the Rare Book Week. The 
Tom Keneally Centre has also been refreshed as 
part of the Venue Hire  refurbishment and has  
become a home to more of the member groups. 
We look forward to working with the volunteers in 
2024 to ensure that the space continues to  
flourish. 

The planned refurbishment of the Venue Hire 
went ahead and has breathed fresh air into the 
space. The simple act of lightening the colours 
has been well received and led to Revenue being 
almost double the original forecast. 
 
We were gratified to see most of the pre-Covid 
clients back at full strength and fully face-to-
face. Additionally, we also welcomed some new 
partnerships that we hope to build on in the 
future. This, paired with the development of New 
Corporate and Conferencing Packages, makes us 
optimistic for 2024.
 
As with last year the Theatre remains our most 
popular venue, but thanks to the refresh we are 

Venue Hire 
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Tom Keneally and SMSA Members at the Rare Book Week event. 

starting to see the Boardroom become just as 
popular. 

We are excited to keep developing and growing the 
SMSA’s facilities for both our members and hirers 
moving into the future.  



Financial  
Reports
31 December 2023

Sydney Mechanics’ School of Arts 
ABN 29 720 771 090
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We are a community of members  
who share an interest in self-directed  
learning, the exploration of ideas  
and the benefits of fellowship.

Supporting members since 1833.

280 Pitt Street, Sydney NSW 2000
02 9262 7300 | www.smsa.org.au


