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Emeritus Professor Lesley Barclay AO has had a rich 
career as a midwife, educator and researcher in maternity 
care.  The work that she has led across four decades 
or more has resulted in improved maternal child health 
services in urban and remote Australia and internationally. 
She has led NHMRC and ARC grants, many of these being 
rural, remote or Indigenous focussed. 

As one of the early founders of ACM, Lesley is keen to 
join others in recording our history. Here she talks to Pat 
Brodie and shares insights, experiences and wisdom 
about the development of Australian midwifery and some 
of the key milestones in the development of ACM. 

pat: Thank you for talking with me today lesley. you have 
witnessed the evolution of Australian midwifery across 
almost four decades.  What do you see as the crucial 
early milestones or turning points over this period? 

lesley:	In	1978,	I	was	sent	by	the	Australian	Nursing	
Federation [ANF] to represent them and to present at the 
International Confederation of Midwives ICM meeting 
in	Israel.	It	was	here	I	first	met	Margaret	Peters	and	
learned that there were active ‘branches’ of midwives in 
Melbourne and Sydney who were energetic and relatively 
independent, although operating under the ‘auspices’ of 
the ANF.  

The	1981	ICM	meeting	in	Brighton	UK	was	another	
formative occasion.  I had submitted an abstract that was 
accepted. Somehow, I met up with Pam Hayes, who was 
a delegate there with Margaret Peters. Pam and I shared 
a hotel room with lots of laughs and memories that I will 
never forget and always treasure. It was here that we 
nominated to have ICM in Australia. We were successful 
and three years of extraordinarily hard work ensued. My 
memory is that Margaret did virtually all of the hard work 
in the committees. 

pat: That sounds like a milestone and a massive project 
for so few of you? 

lesley: Absolutely. A small group of Australian midwives 
hosting the International Confederation of Midwives 
Congress	in	Sydney	in	1984	was	certainly	a	milestone	
for the midwifery profession in this country. I was the 
secretary of the national organising group as well as 
representing the ACT. Pam Hayes represented NSW; 
Margaret Peters, Victoria; and Jenny Cooling, South 
Australia. Judy Davis was also at these meetings; she was 
getting WA up and running at the time.   

Margaret paid a leading role in the business side of the 
meetings. This was such hard work for a small executive 
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plus a couple of Sydneysiders (some of whom are no 
longer with us) who worked extraordinarily hard to make 
this happen so wonderfully well. 

The ICM Congress laid out a clear picture of the work to 
be done if Australian midwives were to aspire to become 
equals with midwives from all around the world, with 
midwifery recognised as a profession in its own right – 
separate from nursing. We were small in number but we 
had the energetic leadership of Margaret Peters and Pam 
Hayes, which meant that we hosted a hugely successful 
conference, which is still talked about today, and which 
put us on the map globally.  

I will never forget the opening ceremony at the Opera 
House	where	the	delegates	and	their	flags	were	
announced as they came down the aisles and up onto 
the stage. I was the MC for this process – and was both 
terrified	and	proud	at	the	same	time.	We	had	drinks	
and canapes at sunset on the Opera house forecourt, 
overlooking the harbour. Again, a moment of great pride 
for Australian midwives. 

The ICM meeting was profoundly important, a milestone, 
for Australian midwifery. I think the activism to get 
ourselves away from the ANF as an independent 
organisation was really important. Many Australian 
midwives came to the conference, and even though 
we were not Incorporated with branches in each state, 
it acted as motivation for many of us to get our own 
branches	up	and	running.	The	modest	financial	profit	
from the conference laid down the foundations for the 
acquisition of the assets that ACM has today, including 
the	national	office.	

pat: So that momentum from ICM inspired midwives to 
get involved in growing the profession here? 

lesley: Yes it did. I had been delighted to meet several 
Australian midwife leaders in Israel and to learn about 
what was going on in other states back at home. I was 
working in Canberra at the time, teaching midwifery. 
We	created	a	local	ACT	branch	and	had	the	benefit	of	
being part of a group who were highly organised and 
motivated. Also, after I moved to South Australia in the 
mid-eighties I realised they too had a vibrant local group 
with excellent leadership.  

Drawing together these localised and somewhat 
individualised	groups	were	the	first	steps	towards	the	
establishment of an Australian Midwifery Association. 
Later this would develop into a national College with a 
national executive. 

pat: So where did you fit in? Where did you put 
your energy in this process of growing a midwifery 
professional organisation? 

lesley: It was because of the energy and achievements 
I	was	seeing	locally	that	I	redirected	my	efforts	to	help	
create a national midwifery organisation. For the next 
decade,	whilst	continuing	to	support	these	efforts,	I	chose	
to prioritise my professional development. This included 
completion of postgraduate studies related to midwifery 
and a PhD. I am as convinced today, as I was then, that 
research training and the application of evidence to 
practice, education and policy are the foundations that 
will strengthen midwifery and inform the development of 
maternity services and better outcomes for women. 

I am proud of my achievements and consider my research 
and academic outputs over almost four decades, to 
be ‘active’ participation in the development of the 
profession and ACM as we know it today. Alongside my 
own academic growth and development, I was privileged 
to supervise many Masters and Honours students, 

and latterly doctoral students, whose research work 
has	made	significant	improvements	in	the	standards	
of midwifery practice, education, policy and service 
model development. Many of them have continued their 
leadership	contributions	across	all	fields	of	midwifery,	
maternal and child health services at local, national, rural, 
remote,	and	international	levels	–	they	include	at	least	five	
national past Presidents of ACM.  

pat: Thinking about your early leadership contributions, 
where did you get your inspiration and ideas about 
becoming a leader in the profession?  

lesley: I believe the two early international meetings 
and the mentoring from Margaret and Pam acted as a 
stimulus for me to try and organise the ACT group. They 
told me I could do it and it was up and running by the 
1980s.	We	also	had	a	lot	of	fun,	which	I	still	consider	
to	be	a	significant	aspect	of	good	leadership!	One	of	
our early Canberra events to raise some money before 
we	became	official,	was	a	wine	bottling	activity	in	the	
kitchen of Woden Valley Hospital. I will never forget that 

Pam Hayes (far right) and Lesley Barclay (adjacent) in Council 
meeting of ICM 1984.

A cohort of UTS students and international midwifery academics 
networking in Oslo during ICM.

First conference of the National Midwives Association Adelaide 1979, from left,  
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night	-	it	was	great	fun!	Goodness	knows	how	we	ever	
got	permission	to	do	this!	We	bought	large	casks	of	wine	
from Brown Bros in northern Victoria, collected, washed 
and	filled	bottles	and	sold	them	without	labels	at	a	very	
cheap price.  We raised enough money to give us a start 
financially.	One	of	my	favourite	memories	is	of	a	guy	who	
came	with	labels	still	on	his	bottles.	I	offered	to	scrub	
them	off,	but	he	didn’t	want	me	to	do	this,	and	it	took	
another midwife to tell me [quietly] that he was going 
to	offer	our	two	dollar	a	bottle	wine	in	his	own	labelled	
bottles to his dinner guests. 

pat: Tell me more about what was happening nationally 
at that time? 

lesley: There were strong midwifery leaders in a number 
of jurisdictions bringing people together to build a vision. 
This was the tone at our meetings: 

“We’re no longer going to allow ourselves to be part 
of a nursing organisation. We’re going to build our own 
organisation. We’re going to build it nationally. We’re going 
to make sure each state and territory has their own branch 
and we will support each other while we all get up and 
running.”  

The	AGM	of	a	meeting	in	Canberra	in	the	early	1980s	put	
a motion to the conference to stop us being a special 
interest	group	of	nursing,	affiliated	with	ANF.	This	would	
enable us to develop our own new national body. There 
was a unanimous vote.  We didn’t have a constitution, we 
didn’t have anything formal at that stage, but we were 
committed to forming a national midwifery organisation, 
which	was	really	terrific.	I	remember	writing	to	the	ANF,	
who	didn’t	even	answer	my	letter,	to	say	that	our	affiliation	
had	been	withdrawn!		

The Adelaide meeting enabled lots of discussion, 

commitment and enthusiasm for developing a national 
body with state branches. An excellent program of 
speakers stimulated many midwives to learn and 
participate in the professional and academic sessions of 
the conference. Many of these attendees, as in previous 
meetings, subsequently became members. 

Eventually we were able to establish the Australian 
College	of	Midwives,	with	an	office	in	Melbourne	and	
professional	staff.	Considerable	courage	and	initiative	
were shown by midwifery leaders as we all agreed to 
somehow fund the organisation from our still formative 
branches.  

pat: Post this intense period - 1990s and beyond - What 
was the main catalyst for further growth of the College? 

lesley: In	the	early	90s,	I	left	South	Australia	and	went	to	
Sydney to a professorship at St George Hospital. My role 
was to provide leadership and gain funds to undertake 
research. I was able to draw some talented and well 
informed midwives to work with me and together we 
conducted a large amount of research and development 
over a ten year period. Many of our researchers and 
colleagues were members of ACM and this further 
assisted	us	in	our	efforts.	The	people	we	had	in	ACM	
leadership positions at this time were highly trusted 
as professional, clinically expert leaders, well known 
and highly regarded. They were active in ACM and this 
enabled things to happen in a way that wouldn’t have 
been done otherwise. Working with ACM and others as 
partners, we used our research to be able to better locate 
midwifery	in	the	system,	understand	the	benefits	of	this	
and	to	increase	visibility	and	influence.	The	outcomes	of	
this extensive body of research, conducted over more 
than ten years, still today forms the evidence base for 
improved midwifery and maternity care practice, policy 

and models of midwifery care, in Australia and around the 
world. We all knew that building the College’s potential 
as an organisation and the quality of its leadership were 
crucial	components	in	all	of	these	efforts.	Whilst	working	
with the College and others as partners, we used the 
research process and outcomes, to strengthen midwifery, 
making it visible in the system. We understood this 
approach	would	increase	our	influence.		

It is my view that the pinnacle of the research work, in 
terms of the development of the midwifery profession 
in Australia, was the Australian Midwifery Action Project 
(AMAP)	undertaken	in	the	late	1990s	early	2000s.	This	was	
something we could not have done two decades earlier. 
It built on our foundational research, the well-developed 
skills of a number of individuals, knowledge about the 
activities of the College, and many already established 
strategic links and relationships.  

Importantly, one of the unpublished outcomes of AMAP 
were	the	links	we	made	through	meeting	with	influential	
people, such us some key policy and industry leaders, 
who provided us with opportunities to discuss our work 
and current concerns about Australian midwifery.  We 
also used these opportunities to highlight the role and 
profile	of	ACM,	making	sure	that	we	enhanced	awareness	
of the work being done and the importance of building 
relationships that could inform government policy. 

pat: So where do you sit now, and what reflections might 
you suggest to help us in our moving forward? 

lesley:	Others	of	course	will	have	different	memories	and	
it is essential that we understand this as we go forward 
recording our history and making it clear. ACM is all of 
us. We need people to join us who are highly trusted 
as professional, clinically expert leaders who people 

like and who can bring the ACM with them. During the 
decade surrounding AMAP the fact that we could bring 
the College with us enabled things to be done in a way 
that wouldn’t have happened otherwise. And that’s 
continued, individuals are bringing their ACM membership 
and leadership with them into their practice. When I look 
back there is a decade or so of intense activities that were 
crucial	to	our	establishment,	first	as	an	association,	then	
as	separate	branches	and	later,	a	unified	College.	I	have	
reflected	on	this	period	of	time	and	illuminated	some	
thoughts to share.   

My life and career have been extraordinarily stimulating 
and rewarding and I’m very grateful for that. But there 
is still much to do. Importantly, the ongoing work for 
women and our profession is now being shared, rather 
than coming from just a dedicated few. That for me is the 
biggest satisfaction. 

I also think it comes back to what is our philosophical 
driver. For me, it is women getting equal treatment, either 
as women going through the system, or as women as 
professionals, being treated with respect.   

The most satisfying aspect is the leadership that 
everybody’s providing. It’s not just the generation who’ve 
been mentored or inspired by previous leaders - it’s the 
next	generation	who	are	affected,	and	inspired	to	make	
sure that the changes are rolled out. That is very, very 
satisfying. 

We probably do not have the autonomy or the authority 
within the system that many of us would like but we are 
far	better	placed	than	we	were	when	this	all	started!	

New midwifery leaders are coming into ACM; we must 
take care of them and make sure that we maintain the 
momentum that has started. 

The AMAP team meeting with colleagues and partners at ACM Conference in Hobart.. Some of the participants at the Key Thinkers forum held during ACM conference Melbourne - 1997 -  initial thoughts for AMAP.


