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THE statistics on voluntary administration don’t make for 
pleasant reading.  

According to ASIC statistics, about 2 per cent of voluntary 
administrations result in an insolvent business being saved. Plenty 
more result in a Deed of Company Arrangement (DOCA) being drawn 
up between the company and creditors, but only 2 per cent survive.  

The figure helps to put into perspective just how miraculous the 
revival of the Mosman Rowers really is.  

They not only had to come to terms with the statistical reality that 
they would likely never come out of voluntary administration, but 
they also had to overcome a litany of other obstacles.  

Club director Tim James explains: “The Club was behind on 
maintenance and rent and had reached the end of its lease with 
RMS [Roads and Maritime Services]. For a period, it looked as 
though RMS saw no future for the Club. We also needed to address 
creditors. There were multiple challenges.” 

The RMS lease was a particularly large hurdle. For years, the 
lease went from month-to-month, offering the Club no long-term 
certainty and making it impossible to borrow money. 

But the more immediate challenge was clearing the Club’s debts, 
which at the time of entering administration in May 2018 totalled 
approximately $500,000.  

What followed was a Herculean effort to pull the Club back 
from the precipice, led by an energised and capable committee of 
dedicated Club members.     

Their plan was a simple one: “We needed to secure a new lease, 
settle the administration with creditors support, confirm a third-
party Club operations appointment and win community support for 
the future vision,” says Tim. 

And it was that community support which eventually proved 
telling. All told, the Club raised the money it needed to keep the 
doors open by soliciting community donations and through raffles. 
Perhaps even more remarkably, 10 new life members donated 

$5000 each. Even in the salubrious surrounds of Mosman Bay, that 
is an epic show of faith in the idea of the Club as a community asset.  

“The Rowers holds a special place in the hearts of so many 
people,” Tim says.  

“More than we realised. We raised over $150,000 in member 
and community commitments, signed up hundreds of new 
members and enjoyed so much generosity of time, spirit and 
support from the community, including from members who had 
moved overseas. Incredible!” 

Once the debt was cleared, the major obstacle was to negotiate 
a longer and less-restrictive lease with the RMS. Unless a long-term 
lease could be negotiated, the Club would not be in a position to 
borrow the money it needed to execute the final stage of its revival 
– the renovation and reinvention of the Club as a cutting-edge food 
and beverage offering.  

The negotiations with the RMS were long and at times, fraught, 
but in President Kathrina Doran, the Club had an ace up its sleeve. 
When all was said and done, Kathrina had negotiated a new 20-year 
lease – bringing the Club the financial security it needed, while at 
same time ensuring the return of water-based activities to the Club, 
such as paddling and kayaking (a condition of the new lease).  

With the lease standoff satisfactorily resolved, the Club moved 
to ensure its food and beverage offering was sufficiently attractive 
to lure patrons to this charming venue tucked away on the Western 
side of Mosman Bay. 

The Club appointed Bird & Bear Group (The Sandy Bear, 
Clontarf; The Flying Bear & Foys, Kirribilli) in late 2018 to manage the 
reinvigorated offering. The result is Archie Bear on the bottom floor.   

“The downstairs level, while still Club space, has been renamed 
the Archie Bear Cafe - as in Archibald Mosman, who the suburb is 
named after.  It's light, bright and beautiful now down there and offers 
a stunning array of meals, snacks, drinks and of course great coffee. 

Bird & Bear have brought their expertise and focus on fresh 
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produce to revolutionise the offer at the Club on both the Archie 
Bear level and the Rowers Bar level,” says Tim. 

“While we are a sports club with paddling and kayaking, being 
able to provide a holistic club experience for our members is critical, 
a great food and beverage offer is a critical part of this experience.  
The members want to be able to feel like they are at their Club and 
can use it whenever they feel like, breakfast, lunch or dinner!”  

The menu is a celebration of fresh, seasonal produce – and offers 
a variety of healthy options and club favourites.  

Asked to identify some highlights, Tim says: “There are so many - 
the green breakfast bowl is a hit, locals love Archie's beef burger, the 
soba noodle salad's a treat and the seafood platter can't be beaten. 
On the Rowers Bar level the fillet steak has been a winner, 
as has the fresh barramundi.” 

Etic design studio and Bird & Bear Group designed Archie Bear 
to be light, bright and vibrant. Seating just over 100 people, the 
space is wrapped in floor-to-ceiling windows, providing 270-degree 
sparkling water views from both inside and the outdoor deck. Natural 
oak high tables and low banquette seating fill the area while dusty 
pink, red, gold and brass trim provide bursts of colours against 
the white walls and blue vista. There are polished timber floors 
throughout and new lighting to give a sense of warmth which will be 
all-important in the winter months.  

“The response has been overwhelming and we're so grateful,” 
Tim says. It has been busy for breakfast, lunch and dinner - and in 
between meals.  We've only been re-opened for less than a month 
so we're taking on feedback and working to make the offering 
even better still.  The member and community response has been 
enormous and we're delighted to have such patronage and repeat 
business too,” he says.  

There is no doubt Mosman Rowers had plenty going for it in 
its fight to remain afloat. It’s stunning location – combined with 
an engaged and supportive community – enabled it to convince 
stakeholders such as Mosman Council and the RMS that it could 
have a successful future. 

But clearly the Club’s biggest asset was its board. Collectively, 
they contributed thousands of volunteer hours to save a community 
institution, using their various skillsets to ensure every element of the 
business was on a sound footing.  

“We needed to show we had learned and strengthened from the 
experience and would uphold good governance”, Club President 
Kathrina Doran says.  

“The Board has set up a number of operating committees 
(audit and risk committee, building committee, sports committee) 
reporting to the Board to ensure we have adequate expertise, 
governance and focus on key areas such as compliance, health and 
safety, operational risk and financial risk management.” 

The final word goes to Kathrina – an Irish émigré who has done as 
much as anyone to save this old community institution: “To say we’re 
excited about once again being a base for water activities as well 
as a community meeting point for locals is an understatement. This 
108-year-old Club has had an eclectic life to date, but we couldn’t be 
prouder of the new era we’re entering.” ■
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