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Introduction

Good evening.

What an honour it is to be here to present the 2026 Maybanke Lecture.
Itis a thrill to see so many friendly faces in the room -

e My family - Dave, Dave, Arielle, Nathaniel, Sisters Nicola and Philippa and Cousin Anita

e Members of the Billy Rays Swim group including my dear friend and coordinator of the Maybanke
Fund, Jane Spring AM,

e Women who inspire me, and

e Many colleagues from my different roles

| begin by acknowledging the Gadigal People of the Eora Nation, the Traditional Custodians of the land
and waterways where we gather.

| pay my respects to Elders past, present and emerging.

As CEO of Engineers Australia, | also acknowledge Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as
Australia’s first engineers.

They designed sophisticated fish traps, shaped waterways, carved aerodynamics into boomerangs,
and developed technologies that worked in harmony with Country.

There’s a deep intelligence in this.

An understanding of systems, patterns and how things can — and do — change over time.

That’s where | want to start tonight.

We often think about systems as if they are something “out there”.
Immovable. Immutable. Beyond us.

But in my experience, systems are us.

They are made up of people, decisions, relationships ... small moments that accumulate over time.
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This, | think, is something Maybanke Anderson understood deeply...

Maybanke was a reformer ahead of her time.

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, she was a leading advocate for women and children.
She founded schools.

She helped establish Australia’s first free kindergarten.

She was a foundation vice-president of NSW’s Womanhood Suffrage League and its president for
several years.

Founder and secretary-treasurer of the Australasian Home Reading Union
Editor of her own fortnightly newspaper, Woman's Voice.

When | was learning more about Maybanke for this lecture, what struck me most was not her
achievements — although they were many and varied.

It was that she understood progress doesn’t come from standing outside systems.

It comes from engaging with them... and reshaping them from within.

Brief career overview

| turn 60 this year.

Which means I’ve been working for nearly four decades.

My first proper job was in the mid-1990s, and if I’'m honest, | didn’t have a grand plan.

| completed an agricultural economics degree at Sydney Uni... mum said it was more like a rowing
degree.

I was in the back of the women’s 8 with Adrienne Cahalan OAM, while Jane was in the scull.
| started my career as a graduate trainee with telco BellSouth in Auburn.
This was a steep cultural learning curve for a girl from the North Shore.

A few years after, | moved to the Canberra region, working in a national law firm while also running a
vineyard, winery and 150-seat restaurant at Lake George with my husband Dave.

| had to learn to adapt to situations and the environment, finding skills | didn’t know | had.
My learning curve was accelerated by several groups | helped create the:

e Collector Pumpkin Festival,
e Canberra District Wineries Fireside Festival and
e Marketing Buddies.

All of a sudden, | had a network of support.
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Following baby, No 2, | moved to lobbying for the property industry...
Which eventually led me to leadership roles in the built environment sector.

| spent 13 years as CEO of the Green Building Council of Australia, helping to build Green Star into a
system that, at last count, has influenced more than 74 million square metres of building space'.

In my 3 years as CEO of Infrastructure Australia, | helped reshape how the nation assesses and
prioritises infrastructure investment.

And today, | lead Engineers Australia — representing a profession that sits at the centre of many of the
world’s wicked challenges.

Alongside that, I’ve spent more than 3 decades in surf lifesaving.

(many of my lifesaving buddies are here tonight)

My career hasn’t followed a straight line.
Almost everything I’ve worked on has been tested, challenged, adapted... and tried again.

Over time, I’ve embraced a way of working that the engineers | now work closely with would recognise
immediately.

It’s a way of thinking that starts with:

e Understanding the real problem
e Operating within constraints

e Testingideas in the real world

e Learning from what doesn’t work

e Andimproving over time.
In other words, it’s a design process."

And I've come to believe that this way of thinking, and leading, sits at the heart of how systems
change.

I’m not an engineer by training — although | was thrilled to be awarded an honorary Doctor of
Engineering by the University of Sydney in 2025.

I’ve spent much of my career working alongside engineers — and, more recently, leading an
organisation that represents more than 140,000 of them.™

What I’'ve come to appreciate is that the engineering mindset is not just about technical expertise.
It’s about understanding complexity.
Dealing with uncertainty.

Responding when things don’t go to plan.
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And - here’s the part that may surprise you — some of the clearest examples of that mindset have
come from the women I’ve worked alongside.

Not necessarily engineers.
But women who have

e shaped my career,
e challenged my thinking, and
e changed systems.

Tonight, | want to share a few stories that illustrate a way of thinking that engineers are trained in, but
that shows up more widely than we often recognise.

Understanding the real problem:

If you want to change a system, the first thing is to see it properly.
That sounds obvious.

But in practice, it’s perhaps the hardest thing to do.

Most systems are messy and fragmented.

Shaped by history, hidden incentives and very human behaviour.
And often, what looks like the problem... isn’t the problem at all.

| learnt very early on in my career in property from a woman who had a profound impact on me: Jane
Montgomery Hribar AO.

Jane was the Executive Director of the Australasian Procurement and Construction Council for 17
years.

When Jane passed away in 2021, | was privileged to deliver her eulogy.

What set Jane apart — aside from her colourful clothes and radiant personality — was how she saw the
system.

Most policy was — and still is — focused on fixing individual problems.

e Improving safety.
e Addressing site behaviour.
e Lifting productivity.

Important and ongoing work, given construction contributes around 9% of Australia’s GDP and employs
more than 1.3 million people."

But what Jane saw was something different.
She saw that governments didn’t just influence outcomes through policy or regulation.

They influenced them through how they spent their money.
Page | 4 — Maybanke 2026



And she recognised that procurement — often the largest area of government activity — was a strategic
lever.

A way of shaping behaviour across the entire system.

Many of the frameworks and standards we now take for granted, like the National Code of Practice
for the Construction Industry, are thanks to Jane.

And some of our most influential platforms for collaboration, like the Australian Sustainable Built
Environment Council, had their origins in Jane’s work.

What | learnt from Jane was not to rush immediately to solutions.

First, step back and ask: What is actually going on here?

This is exactly what Maybanke Anderson did.

She saw that women’s lack of opportunity was structural, so she built a school.

She saw that women had no political voice, so she published a newspaper drawing attention to
suffrage.

I’ve seen this idea —to look below the surface and understand the real challenge — play out again and
again.

At the Green Building Council of Australia, we weren’t just building an environmental rating system
for buildings to encourage more sustainable design and construction.

We were trying to shift an entire industry’s understanding of economic, environmental and social
value.

At Infrastructure Australia, we weren’t just assessing roads and rail, bridges and ports.
We were asking whether infrastructure priorities reflected our country’s long-term needs.

In both cases, my work only made an impact when we were clear on the real challenge.

My involvement with the Minerva Network — created to empower elite female athletes — shows what
happens when we not only see the system, but see what is missing."

About 9 years ago a group of businesswomen, including Christine McLoughlin AM, Australia’s
Governor General Sam Mostyn AC, and me — noticed something that other people had overlooked.

High-performing sportswomen were achieving extraordinary things on the field... but were navigating
their careers largely alone off it.

We wondered: What if we surrounded these athletes with the kind of mentorship and professional
development that businesswomen take for granted?

So, we built a network.
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Today, Minerva supports more than 1,100 female athletes across more than 90 sports.

And it’s backed by more than 460 professional women who act as mentors, sounding boards and
door-openers.

| was fortunate to become the mentor to two-time Olympian, Australian rower Georgie Rowe, 7 years
ago —so I’'ve been able to see the impact of the Minerva Network over time.

Working within constraints:

Seeing the system is only the start of the story.

Because once we see it clearly... we also see the constraints.

The work of my eldest sister, Nicola Wakefield-Evans AM, illustrates this beautifully.

Nikki has spent many years as a director on some of Australia’s most influential business boards.
For a long time, she faced a familiar problem: being the only woman in the board room.

Rather than accept this, Nikki decided to treat it as a problem with the system.

In 2018, she became Chair of Australia’s Chapter of the 30% Club."

This organisation is focused on boosting women’s representation on boards and in C-suite roles.
At the time of Nikki’s appointment, women made up 26.5% of Australian board roles.

Nikki worked within the system as it existed.

Engaging chairs. Building coalitions. Using her influence.

Eight years later, around 40% of ASX 100 directors are women.""

Sometimes we are faced with conditions that we simply can’t control.

One of the most powerful examples | can share is from the Maybanke Fund’s own Jane Spring AM.
As I’ve already mentioned, Jane and | first met at university, rowing together.

I was in awe of Jane; her focus as a sculler was incredible.

| was competitive but wanted to talk to everyone and have fun.

Jane went on to win NSW state titles. Vi

In 1990, Jane was in a life-changing car accident.

23 years later, in 2013, Jane asked me if | would swim the Toowoon Bay 1 kilometre ocean swim on the
NSW Central Coast with her.

Now, if you’ve spent any time swimming in the open ocean, you’ll know how ambitious this was for
someone who uses a wheelchair.
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Currents shift. Conditions change. What looks calm can turn very quickly.
Every swim s, in effect, a test.

Since then, we’ve raced and swum in both stunning swims to some shockers, with rips, tides, mean
breaks and wind.

Including recently at Manly with the Billy Rays, during which we put her on a board to bring her through
the break — thanks Scott, Gav and Ben

From Jane I’ve learnt not to approach a task with a fixed idea of how it will unfold.

Accept the constraints and adapt.

Testing ideas in the real world

Understanding constraints doesn’t make decisions easier.
In many ways, it makes them harder.

Once we’ve taken the time to see the system clearly...

At some point we still must make a choice.

We must choose without perfect information.

Engineers do this all the time.

Take engineer Dianne Boddy AO, who has created more than 2,000 designs across everything from
robotics to deep sea drilling, sheep shearing to vehicle suspension.™

Dianne, a self-taught engineer, is now in her 90s.

Early in her career, Dianne was faced with a practical problem in a canning factory: how to feed
peaches automatically into the production line.

There was no template, so she built one in less than a week.

The machine became her first major invention.

When | took on the CEO role at the GBCA, Green Star was in its early days of being adopted by
Australia’s property industry.

We were however treating buildings in isolation.
Sustainability doesn’t start and stop at the front door of an office block or shopping centre.

We needed to think about what best practice sustainability looked like across an entire community —
or even an entire city.

We didn’t have a clear answer to this.

There were few international examples of sustainable communities.
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There was no business case. Very little data.

No framework that we could adapt and industry could simply adopt.

So | made a decision that we’d build something from scratch.

We spent a lot of time working with partners across government and industry.

We tested and refined ideas, gradually shaping them into a rating tool, Green Star Communities.
At times, | found myself at the centre of fierce debate.

Property developers questioned whether the tool was commercially viable.

Environmental groups, architects and planners questioned whether it would deliver the outcomes we
were aiming for.

Some people said it was too technical.

Others thought it wasn’t rigorous enough.

There were times when it felt like no one was happy.

Looking back, | learnt to accept criticism as inevitable and an opportunity to grow.

The first project to be certified? Brisbane Airport Masterplan.

The CEO at the time was Julieanne Alroe, went on to become my Chair at Infrastructure Australia.

And today? Over 85 projects more than 21,000 hectares of land have been certified under Green Star
Communities.*

More than a million people live, work or study in these places.

That didn’t happen because we had a perfect plan at the outset.

It happened because we were willing to iterate and keep improving.
I didn’t do that alone.

I worked closely with people like then GBCA Chair Tanya Cox, who brought a depth of experience and
a level of rigour that ensured what we built had credibility.

She understood the importance of governance and structure.
But she also understood that progress requires movement.
That, at some point, we have to take the step.

In a unique twist my son, David Junior, who works at GBCA was involved in Green Star Communities
V2.

I don’t know if the many site tours | dragged him along to during school holidays influenced this.

Noting our youngest son, Nathaniel, now works in infrastructure!
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Learning from what doesn’t work - Infrastructure Australia

I’ve seen that same dynamic play out at Infrastructure Australia, where were dealt with decisions
that affected the entire country.

Projects worth billions of dollars.
Long-term consequences for communities, the economy, the environment.

I was incredibly fortunate (along with Adam, JC, Elizabeth and Sarah here tonight) to work alongside a
group of remarkable women on the Infrastructure Australia board.

e Julianne Alroe, who I’ve already mentioned, as well as
¢ Nicole Lockwood, Dianne Leeson and Gabrielle Trainor AO

These women challenged us to think more broadly about sustainability, resilience and long-term
impact.

And together, we shifted the way Infrastructure Australia operated.

e We changed the assessment framework.

e We strengthened the infrastructure priority list.

e We expanded the focus to include sustainability, resilience and First Nations people.
e We started deep work to understand market capacity challenges...

Then Covid hit and those challenges were amplified.
Projects were delayed. Costs escalated. Government and media scrutiny intensified.

And even good decisions, made with rigour, were challenged, because the system is complex and
constantly shifting.

I think this is, again, where the engineering mindset is useful.
We must be willing to have our ideas challenged.

To listen when something isn’t working.

And to do so without defensiveness or ego.

In those moments, we have a choice.

To hold the line, or step back and listen.

To ask, “What is this telling me? What needs to change?”

In my experience, the leaders who create the most impact are the ones who choose the second path.

A lifetime of service - Sam Mostyn and surf life saving

The goal is never just to test and refine an idea into perfection.
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Perfection is impossible.

And at some point... we have to let go.

I think this is one of the least talked about parts of leadership.
We focus on building something.

Bringing people with us. Driving change.

But the real test is what happens when we let go.

Does it evolve beyond us?

Systems outlive individuals.

And one of the people who has really shaped my thinking here is Australia’s Governor General, Sam
Mostyn AC.

I’'ve worked alongside Sam in many roles, from

e Minerva Network
e to Chief Executive Women
e tothe federal government’s National Sustainability Council.

I’ve always been struck by her approach to leadership.

She is not focused on owning an idea or an initiative.

She’s focused on stewardship.

Sam knows no one finishes the work.

They contribute to it. Build something. Strengthen it. Then hand it on.

I’ve felt thatin my own career.

At the Green Building Council, | was there through a period of enormous growth and change.
But the organisation didn’t start with me — and it certainly didn’t end with me.

At Infrastructure Australia, we introduced new ways of thinking about how projects are assessed and
prioritised.

But those frameworks continue to evolve.

And now, at Engineers Australia, my focus is on strengthening the profession for what comes next.

Leadership, at its core, is about service.
Sam Mostyn embodies this ethos at the highest level.
Itis a commitment to contribute to something larger than yourself.

To step in where you can add value.
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I’'ve been incredibly lucky in my life, and I’'ve always tried to pay it forward.
I’ve spent over 30 years in surf lifesaving.
Some of my richest friendships have been forged in the surf.

My friendship with Lucy Brogden AM, Australia’s former National Mental Health Commissioner, started
in 2008 when she and | were throwing our 6-year-old sons into the Bilgola ocean pool at Nippers.

Living on the Northern Beaches, Lucy, Sophie Stokes and | walk the same coastline that Maybanke
Anderson did.

She actually compiled a local history of Pittwater in 1920!*

Maybanke was always thinking about how communities work and how they can be improved.

Service has never been separated from other parts of my life.
When my children were young, they came on surf patrol with me.
Along the way, I’ve been

e President of the Bilgola Surf Life Saving Club (the first female)

e become a Surf lifesaving duty officer for the Northern Beaches in my fifties
e Lastyear was honoured to become Bilgola’s first female Life Member and
e was awarded a National Medal for sustained service.

This drive to serve isn’t the result of hyperactivity... although my family might suggest otherwise.
It comes from my mother and mother-in-law.

My mother, Joan, was a silk-shirt, pearl-wearing feminist, showed me that advantage and opportunity
come with responsibility.

She encouraged us to question the world around us, and to play a role in improving it.
And that sense of responsibility has shaped how I’ve approached every role I’ve had.
Not as something to own.

But as something to contribute to.

My mother-in-law Barbara Madew AM was a formidable, passionate and community conscious
woman.

She was always fighting for a cause.
She was the first female National President of the YMCA and

She also devoted much of her time to waste management as one of the founding members and
chairperson of the South East Regional Recycling Group.

She taught me the importance of giving back to your community.
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Conclusion

One of the many things I’ve learnt as | got older (and maybe wiser) was not to compare myself to
others.

Not to look at someone else’s career and think, “l couldn’t do that.”

Because the impact I’ve made has come, in large part, from the many people around me. (some of
whom are here tonight)

From mentors, colleagues. The women I’'ve mentioned tonight.

People who supported me, challenged me, and encouraged me to step forward.
| think that’s something we can all do — to encourage others.

We can share what we know.

We can urge people to “give ita go.”

We can throw down a ladder for those behind us.

And we can cast a wide net so many people can be part of the change we seek.
Maybanke Anderson believed education and opportunity could reshape society.
More than a century later, the tools may be different—but the task is much the same.
Because systems don’t change on their own.

They change because many people choose to engage with them.

Imperfectly.

Iteratively.

When | look back over the women who have inspired me, I’ve worked with or are friends with and the
stories I’ve told tonight, | see a clear pattern.

A way of thinking about problems.
And a way of thinking that we will need to cultivate.
Over the next decade, Australia will need to

e deliver the energy transition to net zero.

e Bolster our defence force and sovereign capabilities.

e Build the infrastructure to support a growing population.
e Revitalise manufacturing, and

e navigate rapid advances in artificial intelligence, technology and digital systems.

These are all deeply interconnected systemic problems.
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And they will rely heavily on engineering.

Australia has around half a million qualified engineers.

But only just over half of them are currently working in engineering roles.
And only around 16% of those are women.

The demand for engineering thinking is increasing.

But the pipeline is not keeping pace.

And yet, when we speak to young people, the interest is there.

Engineering consistently ranks among the most attractive degrees, particularly because of its
potential to make a meaningful impact on society.

Dr Marlene Kanga AO, frequently listed among Australia’s top 10 female engineers, is fond of saying
this: “If you want to change the world become an engineer”.

We need to elevate the profession of engineering.
And having an engineer recognised as the 2026 Australian of the Year is a powerful place to start.

Katherine Bennell-Pegg — Australia’s first qualified astronaut — shows young people what engineering
can lead to.

But what | am championing here isn’t only a career path.

e It’'s a way of thinking.

e Curiosity.

e Discipline.

e An ability to work within constraints.

e Awillingness to test, to fail, to try again.

These are powerful leadership characteristics.

We need more people who think like engineers.

People who can sit with complexity.

Who don’t rush to easy answers.

Who are prepared to adapt and improve over time.

Because that mindset doesn’t just build bridges or spacecraft.
It builds better leaders.

Better organisations.

And, | believe, a better nation.

So yes, let’s elevate the engineering profession.

But let’s also broaden the invitation.
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Because the engineering mindset is something we can all cultivate.
And it’s something we are going to need.

Thank you.

"https://www.gbca.au/wp-content/uploads/GBCA-FY2024-25.pdf

T https://www jpl.nasa.gov/edu/resources/image/engineering-design-process-flow-chart/

" https://www.engineersaustralia.org.au/engineering-communities

v https://www.abs.gov.au/articles/nuts-and-bolts-australian-construction-industry

v https://www.minervanetwork.com.au/what-we-do

VI https://30percentclub.org/chapters/australia/

Vi https://womensagenda.com.au/latest/women-now-hold-close-to-40-of-board-positions-at-asx-100-companies/
Vil https://www.smh.com.au/lifestyle/paraplegic-jane-spring-asked-a-friend-for-support-in-an-ocean-swim-five-years-later-theyre-
still-competing-20180123-h0n1sc.html

* https://www.vic.gov.au/dianne-boddy-hon-fie-aust-cpeng

* https://www.gbca.au/wp-content/uploads/GBCA-FY2024-25.pdf

X https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-593173333/view?partld=nla.obj-593202613#page/n2/mode/Tup

Permission to share The 2026 Maybanke lecture from Romilly Madew AO.
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