
Sophia Skarparis
Sophia Skarparis was a Year 10 student at Monte Sant’ Angelo Mercy College, North Sydney, 
who was required to undertake a personal project as part of her studies. She was active in lo-
cal environmental groups and realised that NSW was the only state which had not banned, or 
started the process to ban, single-use plastic bags. She was inspired to take action and began 
a petition with the hope of collecting the 10,000 signatures required to guarantee a debate in 
NSW Parliament.

The aim of the petition was to ban both single-use and heavy retail plastic bags. Sophia reached 
out to environmental leaders at surrounding high schools in the lower North Shore of Sydney 
and had strong support from her generation, Generation Z.

 “I believe, my generation can be the ‘game changers’. We are more conscious about the en-
vironment and looking for a more ‘shared’ economy. Also through the use of social media we can 
mobilise interested supporters in a way that has not been seen before,” 

Sophia Skarparis

To gain support for the petition, Sophia educated the public on the damage that plastic bags 
were causing the environment. Throughout her campaign she gained support from local busi-
ness, political leaders and community organisations who shared the petition and encouraged 
people to sign. 

In May 2018, Sophia met with the NSW Premier Gladys Berejiklian to discuss the issue of plas-
tic bags and the number of signatures on the petition. At the time of the meeting Sophia did 
not have enough signatures for the petition to be presented to the NSW Parliament so she 
continued to speak at community events and gatherings about the urgent need for change to 
protect the environment. 

Sophia was awarded the Australian Geographic Young Conservationist of the Year 2018 for 
the work she to raise awareness of the damage caused by single-use and heavy retail plastic 
bags. By October 2018 she had gained over 10,000 signatures and the petition was tabled in 
the NSW Parliament.

Sources: Sophia Skarparis

https://www.plasticfreesophia.com/
https://www.australiangeographic.com.au/society/awards/2018/10/sophia-skarparis-young-conservation-
ist-of-the-year-2018/
https://www.smh.com.au/environment/sustainability/i-m-not-going-to-stop-schoolgirl-conservationist-
inspires-passionate-debate-20181025-p50c0j.htm



Malala Yousafzai
Malala Yousafzai has been fighting for girls’ education for years. When she was 11, she start-
ed blogging about the Taliban takeover of her hometown of Mingora in northwestern Paki-
stan. Taliban members follow an extreme version of Islam. They believe girls should not go to 
school.

For several months, Malala’s school and hundreds of others in her district were closed. Malala 
spoke publicly about her desire to go to school. “All I want is an education,” she told one televi-
sion broadcaster.

When the Pakistani government regained control, Malala was able to return to class. But she 
continued to speak out about girls’ right to an education. On October 9, 2012, the Taliban 
tried to silence her. A gunman boarded her school bus and shot her on the left side of her 
forehead. But Malala survived, showing great courage and optimism during her long recovery.

During this time, Malala became a symbol of the struggle for girls’ rights all over the world.
In 2013, Malala became the youngest person ever to be nominated for a Nobel Peace Prize. 
She also released her memoir, I Am Malala, which tells the story of her life before and after 
the gunshot that nearly killed her. 

Malala is now a student in Birmingham, England. She continues to give a voice to the millions 
of children around the world who do not have the opportunity to go to school.

In 2017, she became the youngest United Nations (UN) Messenger of Peace, the highest hon-
or given to a citizen by the UN — a title which she shares with Dr. Jane Goodall.

(Source: Roots & Shoots Tool Kit – http://www.rootsandshoots.org/educators)

Find Out More : 
https://www.malala.org/malalas-story
https://www.biography.com/people/malala-yousafzai-21362253



Peter Garrett
Peter Garrett became famous as a member of the band Midnight Oil, who he began singing 
with in 1973. The band wrote and released songs that shared their opinions about a range of 
Australian and international issues such as Aboriginal rights and conservation (protection of 
the natural environment).

Peter has fought for improvements in other ways as well. He was president of the Australian 
Conservation Foundation, a group which works to protect our country’s natural environment. 
He has also been a board member for Greenpeace - an international organisation with a focus 
on protecting the world by exposing problems and standing up for the environment.

In more recent years, Garrett has taken on political roles, working as Minister for Environment 
and Arts and Minister for School Education and Youth amongst other positions.

Sources: Peter Garret
https://petergarrett.com.au/
https://petergarrett.com.au/biography/
https://www.aph.gov.au/Senators_and_Members/Parliamentarian?MPID=HV4



James Fitzpatrick

James Fitzpatrick grew up in Bathurst, New South Wales, where he developed a love for rural 
Australia. He completed a science degree and went on to study medicine at the University 
of Western Australia. During his studies he became involved in a student organisation  
SPINRPHEX, which aimed to promote rural health among students of medicine, nursing and 
other health services. 

James wanted to help improve the health of rural communities and encourage greater  
understanding of cultural differences. In 1999 he organised the Carnarvon Children’s Festival, 
which aimed to reduce racial tension and celebrate community by bringing together Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous children. He was awarded Young Australian of the Year in 2001 for his 
commitment and work in Aboriginal health and helping to improve the skills of rural health 
workers. 

Since winning Young Australian of the Year, James has continued to work in Western Australia, 
mostly in the Kimberley Region to improve Indigenous health and education programs. He set 
up True Blue Dreaming, an Outback Youth Mentoring Program to help young people reach 
their goals.

Sources: James Fitzpatrick
https://www.australianoftheyear.org.au/honour-roll/?view=fullView&recipientID=144
https://www.telethonkids.org.au/contact-us/our-people/f/james-fitzpatrick/



Boyan Slat

Boyan Slat is a Dutch inventor and entrepreneur who, by the age of 16, realised that plastics 
were doing great damage to our oceans and marine life. 

When he was on a diving holiday in Greece, he saw more plastic than fish and wanted to find 
out more about plastic pollution and why it was considered impossible to clean up. When he 
returned home he began a school research project which led to the idea to use the natural 
ocean currents and winds to transport plastics towards a collection platform. Instead of using 
nets which entangle and harm sea life, he designed solid floating barriers to collect the waste. 

Determined to make his design a reality, Boyan quit his Aerospace Engineering studies and 
started a not-for-profit organisation called The Ocean Cleanup. A crowd funding campaign 
raised $2.2 million, which allowed the organisation to start the first phase of the project,  
building and testing the design. 

Boyan’s work has inspired people from around the world to begin the plastic clean up and to 
make everyday decisions to ensure plastics do not end up in the ocean to begin with. 

Sources: Boyan Slat
https://www.theoceancleanup.com/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boyan_Slat



Cathy Freeman
Cathy Freeman is known for winning the gold medal in the 400m running event at the 2000 
Olympics in Sydney. Not only was this a proud Olympic moment for Cathy and the Australian 
public but also an important historical moment for Aboriginal Australians.

After winning her event, Cathy chose to carry both the Australian National Flag and the  
Aboriginal Flag around the track for her victory lap. This was an important statement about 
the  recognising Aboriginal Australians as equals in their own country. About acknowledging 
the Aboriginal history and culture of Australia.

Since her retirement, Cathy has continued to contribute to the Indigenous community in many 
ways. She established the Catherine Freeman foundation in 2007 which focuses on supporting 
the Indigenous children of Australia. She has also participated in many TV shows to promote 
recognition and understanding of Indigenous culture.

Sources: Cathy Freeman
https://www.cathyfreemanfoundation.org.au/
https://estrellasports.com.au/portfolio/items/cathy-freeman/
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Cathy-Freeman


