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Abstract 
This paper presents the view that it is timely to extend thinking beyond that of the market place recorded by 
the indicators of Gross National or Domestic Product as used in isolation this system contributes to regional 
decline.  Currently these indicators dominate planning and resource allocation while the impact of these 
decisions on life beyond the market place is absent. If we are to move away from terminal decline towards 
sustainability it will be necessary to develop indicators that record not only the quantities of goods and 
services transacted but people’s quality of life. A positive move in this direction has been the concept of 
social capital, which pays attention to the quality of associations within society.  A concept that has been 
welcomed by planners, policy makers and community members.  
 
The concept of capital, could be extended beyond social understanding to include thinking and talking 
about political capital, economic capital, cultural capital, personal and spiritual capital, and of course none 
of these will thrive without environmental capital (Ife 1995:132). This systematic approach invites people 
from within a geographic community's to contribute their experiences of policies and planning issues that 
impact on their lives, to make visible their reality and to become an integral part of determining sustainable 
futures.  
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Beyond social capital: contributions of subjective indicators from within communities. 

 
What is good for the individual may not be at all good for the public at large.  What might be good for 

today might not be good for tomorrow. And what might be good for over here, might not be good for over 
there.  

(Bawden 1996: 28)  
 
Setting the scene 
The following paper invites involvement while seeking to inform. 
Motivation for engagement in this work came from experience of the harsh impact of policies of economic 
reform in regional Victoria in the 1990s. As an educator in community development I turned to this 
discipline to understand more clearly whether these experiences were associated with personal failure, 
mismanagement and nostalgia or were related to unsustainable practices.  
 
The context of discussion is the Gippsland region of Victoria, Australia where I live. The rural community 
of Mirboo North has a population of around 1,600 people, situated on a ridge between fertile hills that slope 
to the coast and inland the coalfields of LaTrobe Valley.  This country was once covered by massive 
rainforest, and the area is known for growing the tallest trees in the world. A legacy that is now recorded by 
a metal sign located in a barren, landsliped paddock with the wording ‘the world’s tallest tree’.  A massive 
Eucalyptus regnas of over 400 feet was cut down in the 1880s.  
 
The pattern of continued extraction and exportation of natural resources continues to dominate economic 
activity for Gippsland communities that once thrived on farming, forestry, fishing and mining.  Recent 
changes associated with the power industry in LaTrobe Valley and the impact on the three major towns of 
Moe, Morwell and Traralgon see this scenario repeated in the 1990s.  
 
In 1954 the area was known as the ‘Valley of Power,’ due to the financial fortunes associated with the 
mining and processing of brown coal for the generation of electricity by the State Electricity Commission 
of Victoria. Policies of privatization in the 1990s advocated opening this resource to the private sector with 
the result that the power industry in La Trobe Valley was broken up into 5 separate entities and sold to 
interests from Britain and the United States. Indicators recording market-based transactions showed an 
increase in productivity from the power industry and money from the sale of the industry at a state level 
claimed to reduce debt. 
 
The reality for those living and working in the area was high unemployment, as 8,000 direct jobs were cut 
from the industry with the flow-on effect into other business, services and schools (Kazakevitch et. al. 
1993). Hopes of employment and future prosperity for the next generation are not optimistic with the 
closure of local business, sale of property and a mass exodus from the region. Changes recorded in 'Towns 
in Time'. 
 

While electricity production is more efficient than ever, the impact of job losses can be 
seen in the progressive increase in households with relatively lower incomes Moe, 
Morwell and Traralgon all had incomes higher than the State average in 1981.  By 1996, 
Moe and Morwell had more than 66 percent of households below the average…. 
Unemployment has also risen dramatically from under 5% in all towns in 1981 to more 
than 15% throughout the LaTrobe Valley, and more than 20% in Churchill and Moe.  
Regional Victoria as a whole has followed this general trend toward more low-income 
households and higher unemployment, but it has been to a lesser degree than in the 
LaTrobe Valley.   
(Department of Infrastructure 1999: 23) 
 

By 1997 the byline ‘Valley of the Dole’ indicated the changed fortunes of this area (Sunday Age, 26th 
January, 1997 in Fletcher, M. 2002). With people leaving the area went a great wealth of knowledge and 
skills. For those who stayed an increase in mental health issues, gambling addiction and violence were 
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outcomes of the social dislocation of this change. Distress compounded by an inability to have their 
circumstances acknowledged through political processes or the media. 
 

Job growth in regional areas …totally and utterly bastardised 
  (Age, 7th February, 2001, [Saltau]p.6) 

 
A headline “Regional Mayor Blasts Job Figures’ (Age, 6th February, 2001 [Baker], p5) in the daily press 
reported a challenge by local mayor Cr. Hanning of the claim that unemployment in LaTrobe Valley had 
fallen from 14.6 per cent in September 1999 quarter to 11.3 per cent a year later. This was a distortion of 
what constituted employment he stated, ’It’s like they’ve employed a philosopher to change the way we 
think about employment…anybody who works an hour is now not classed as unemployed”. Cr. Hanning 
challenged Employment Minister Tony Abbott to prove that most of the 2660 new jobs in the La Trobe 
Valley were full-time jobs “ I’ll wager my job against his if he can prove these are proper full-time jobs 
then I’ll resign.  If he can’t he should resign’ (ibid).  Other Gippsland councils also questioned the figures 
saying they knew of no new growth in jobs in the area over the past year. 
 
In time an apology appeared in the media, stating that the Australian Bureau of Statistics records could not 
accurately reflect such a minimal change in circumstances and had been misread!  This was the policy 
makers and planners authoritative source of information and their camera on the state of the region.   
 
Accessible regional indicators 
This knowledge of place nurtures our sense of belonging yet is rarely reflected in lines drawn on maps and 

administered by multiple layers of government in fragmented and competitive departments  
(Garlick 1997: 24). 

 
Rather than continue down this confused path, a systematic approach using subjective indicators to increase 
the visibility of experiences within geographic communities was developed. The process enables planners 
to move beyond a static and uniform understanding of rurality and development based on an outdated 
concept of growth, to one that focuses on development of people and the environment in a sustainable 
manner (Max-Neef 1991: 16). 
 
The work of Jim Ife offers a conceptual framework of ‘balanced or integrated development.’ He presents 
the view that we need to look at 'social development, cultural development, political development, personal 
and spiritual development, along with economic development and to recognize that for all these aspects life 
is dependent on environmental development' (Ife 1995:132). 
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Figure 1. Integrated Community Development 

 
By paying attention to each of these categories I began to understand more clearly the causes of individual 
changes that led to the cumulative distress of rural people. The inclusion in public discourse of subjective 
experiences across all aspects of community life would provide information that assisted people to make 
sense of their circumstances and encourage dialogue with government, industry and the community sector.   
 
The concept of social capital advanced in the work of Robert Putnam (1993) and Eva Cox (1995) pays 
attention to the quality of social interaction and has led to increasing awareness of relationships within 
society which promote trust, reciprocity and mutual development. The concept of capital contributes 
understanding of a base amount, with the increase or decrease relating to the ability of communities to 
work towards socially sustainable futures. That is, whether current policies assist or hinder the capacity of 
people to be able to live together tolerantly.  By using the framework of integrated development it became 
possible to consider not only social capital, but political capital, cultural capital, personal and spiritual 
capital, economic capital and environmental capital a similar process could be entered into that included 
understanding of people’s ability to care for and invest in the environment (Ife 1995:132).  
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A graphic indicator derived from the Country Fire Authoritys' register of risk displayed throughout rural 
communities provided a familiar method to track how people felt about the state of their community at 
regular intervals. Using four categories of low, medium, high and excellent people could record their 
experiences across the six aspects of integrated development. The changing nature of communities and 
their capacity to influence constructive change if they become active partners in decision-making became 
visible. While the process of engaging people in this exercise provided a process to reclaim as legitimate 
public concern issues, which had been relegated to the private domain. 
  

Figure 2. Capital indicators 
 

 
 
 

To demonstrate the contribution of this work the conceptual contribution of each aspect of ‘capital’ is 
discussed followed by practices that indicate an increase or decrease in circumstances.  The measure of 
capital increase or decrease is related to the increase or decrease of a community’s capacity to invest in its 
future social and ecological wellbeing. The framed text indicates the questions used to gain feedback from 
community members in previous work (Sheil 1999, 2000). 
 
 
1) Contributions of subjective experiences of social capital 
 

We are governed not by armies and police but by ideas 
               (Mona Caird 1892 in Steinem 1992: 125) 

 
 
Question: Social involvement provides the interaction within communities.  Do you have positive 
opportunities for involvement, the energy and time to participate productively? 
 
Social capital pays attention to the quality of associations within society. A healthy civil society is ‘based 
on trust, reciprocity and mutuality’ (Cox 1995:8) which allow people to interact flexibly and openly. These 
qualities foster participation by ordinary people in decision making that impacts on their lives, rather than 
relationships based on fear or favour (Boulding in Henderson 1988:176).  
 
The sociologist C. Wright Mills reminds us that our understanding of the world will vary ‘depending on 
where we stand in human history, what varieties of men and women prevail in society at this time, the 
factors that determine the structure of the society and the ways in which it is changing’ (Mills 1970:13).  
Under the dominance of economic rationalist thinking social interaction increasingly existed outside the 
realm of public responsibility, dismissed as ‘involving a ‘soft science’. Ironically, it is the belief that all 
relationships are motivated by personal greed and self-interest that underpinned policies of centralization of 
power and privatization of resources and knowledge into the hands of fewer and fewer people (Crooks & 
Webber 1993:24).  
 
By listening to people experience’s of the world we can begin to understand what is valued and the 
principles that guide people’s behaviour (Faye in Ife 1997: 130). Personal experiences can then be linked 
into a broader awareness of structural situations within society.  
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Theories of how society is organized have constantly shaped our attitudes. A scientific view of the world 
promoted the view that ‘life’ could be understood in ‘parts’ similar to a machine.  Power therefore would 
come from controlling nature and people. The Marxist theory of class divided society into those who 
owned ‘the means of production’ and those who through their labour produced goods and services. 
Feminist theory contested the myth of male superiority and demystified the status of women within society 
and their absence in public forums.  Each has relevance in terms of understanding regional development 
and the current status of powerful lobbies such as the Victorian or National Farmers Federation despite 
agriculture representing a decreasing number of rural interests (Sher & Sher 1994). Yet for rural people the 
explanation of exclusion is more complex.  
 
Within an Australian context the work of Deborah Rose that moves beyond dualities of class and gender 
recognizing the harm such divisions have on society has appeal (Rose 1997). This work articulates how the 
‘other’ does not get to talk back on their own terms, and those in positions of power refuse to receive 
feedback that would cause it to change itself, or to be open to dialogue. 
 
The analysis originates from experience and knowledge, however damaged, of a dominant view of 
relationships of stewardship to place and people, offering hope for the future.  ‘In this relationship, self-
interest is promoted through nurturing others, because one’s own future well being and one’s sense of 
leading a meaningful life is folded with theirs’ (op. cit. 12).  The concept of connectedness between people 
and place comes through strongly providing a view of the world that has no place for exploitative 
relationships.  
 
Decreasing social capital 

 
Power lies in the ability not to hear what is being said, not to experience the consequences of one’s actions, 
but rather to go one’s own self-centric way, thinking of and treating large portions of the world, including 

large numbers of people, as objects or items to be manipulated 
(Rose 1997:3)  

 
 
Experiences of social distress during the 1990s were closely linked to economic and political processes of 
privatization and centralization.  The impact of these policies in excluded people’s participation in local 
government as councilors were sacked and replaced by politically appointed commissioners. Citizens 
became customers or clients.  Public assets of hospitals, schools and public halls built in partnership with 
community members were sold to the highest bidder. Or closed. Increased secrecy surrounding personal 
and public transactions further decreased trust at every level.  Rural people no longer felt represented in 
public decision-making that increasingly undermined their capacity to survive. 
 
Increasing social capital 
Communities that historically worked together responded by rallying and reclaiming ownership of 
organizations they regarded as important.  The revitalization of community associations, co-operative 
ventures in health care, the organization of social events. With support to engage in local activity people in 
East Gippsland began to do things they enjoyed that included film nights with the hall beautifully 
decorated, a men’s choir began, a bike track between towns where people could ride with their children was 
established. Other communities organized festivals.  The increase in social activity increased economic 
activity. Changes reflected in the subjective indicators at a local level. 
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Figure 3. Social Capital Indicator  

 
 

 
2) Contributions of subjective experiences of economic capital  

[T]he sacrifice of humanity's two most treasured traditional assets: a supportive local community and a 
healthy productive natural environment 

(Ekins in Daly & Cobb 1990: vii). 
 

What is the current state of economic development in your community?  In responding you may consider 
issues of employment, circulation of money locally and reinvestment into the area.  Is there a balance 
between current resources in the area and options for the long term? 
  
When community becomes the reference point for economic activity motivation shifts from an increased 
flow of capital at the expense of the people and the landscape, to working towards improving present and 
future opportunities.  Vibrancy within each community contributes to regional development and planners 
become aware of the outflow of capital, attention turns to supporting existing businesses as well as 
encouraging entry and expansion of new complimentary businesses (Jordan 2001:21-23). It is a refocusing 
of economic activity for human development rather than the exploitation of people and the environment for 
capital (Mathews 1999:185). 
 
Decreasing economic capital 
When economics, once a sub-branch of the social sciences became the dominant framework of 
governments and markets, an increase in pathologies of crime, drugs, major social illness and suicide as 
well as loss of diversity in plants and animals resulted (Cobb & Daly 1990). The Australian Institute argues 
against a financial system that can encourage trading off more pollution for cheaper electricity, accepting 
longer hours and reduced job security for faster growth and diminishing the stock of environmental assets 
to provide a short-term flow of goods. All increase GDP, but such practices have a deleterious effect on 
welfare (Hamilton & Denniss 2000: 1). The earlier example of LaTrobe Valley portrayed this tension 
between the public indicators of wealth and personal experience of a lessening quality of lifestyle. 
 
The current economic framework originates from the United Nations System of National Accounts 
designed by Richard Stone. Designed to pay for the war debt after the Second World War this system 
continues to prescribe the internal accounting systems for all countries.  Only transactions in the market 
place are recorded, denying the value of subsistence agriculture, barter or domestic activity, and making 
invisible the voluntary contribution within the civil sector (Waring 1988, Henderson 1988).  
 
This limiting of statistical analysis to the financial economy rejected the inclusion of the lived economy 
that recognized total production as an indication of welfare, incorporating the flow of all goods and 
services.  Previously Norway had recorded ‘women’s unpaid work as 15% workers included maids, wives 
and all daughters over 16... 60% of rural women were recorded in this sector and the remaining 40% were 
recorded as working in agriculture’ (Waring 1996: 84). After rejection of this framework by Stone in 1946 
these figures were no longer recorded for international comparison (op. cit: 85). 
 
This framework combined with policies of 'free-trade' and the mobility of capital that had no allegiance to 
place or nation impacted harshly on regional Australia. In the private sector deregulation of the finance 
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industry resulted in the closure of regional and rural financial services and narrowing of employment 
options within traditional rural industries (Beal & Dalston 1996). Privatization in the public sector in 
Victoria extended to transport, hospitals, prisons, schools and health services (Tesdorpf & Associates 
1996).  The outcome is the relocation of resources out of rural communities and into larger regional or 
urban centers (ibid). 
 
Increasing economic capital 
Economic practices that enhance the ability of local people to generate and circulate money within 
community’s has the capacity to break this downward spiral. Community banks or co-operative ventures 
provide opportunity to create local employment and invest in a range of projects that reflected the 
community’s interest in environmental and social issues. 
 
The community of Maleny in Southern Queensland has been involved in co-operative ventures for over 20 
years. Beginning with a food co-operative in 1979 moving on to establish the Maleny Credit Union in 1984 
and continuing to use these structures in which people could participate and learn relevant skills to meet 
other immediate and long-term needs.  The ability to reinvestment in their own learning, their environment, 
their cultural and economic development to the extent of $50 million along with their increasing knowledge 
and willingness to educate others (Jordan 1996).   
 
With the emphasis on a life style supported by a range of community owned ventures, there is the 
opportunity to experience balanced development. Communities that became involved in local ventures 
experienced an increase in economic activity (Sheil 2000: 105 -111). 
 

Figure 4. Economic Capital Indicator  

 
 
2) Contribution of personal and spiritual experiences under these policies 

There is no sense in healing an individual who is then expected to go back and live in a sick 
society 

(Max-Neef 1991:23) 
 

Question: Do you have sufficient space and support to 'have a life' that has personal 
expressions of creativity and spirituality?  Are their opportunities to reflect on what guides 
your daily journey, your interaction with others and the place in which you live?  Do you 

have a sense of your place in the world? 
 

2 a) Personal and spiritual capital 
Personal capital from a community development perspective is dependant upon a healthy sense of self-
worth, ‘an ability to bring together a personal sense of a unique self, of a self within society that adds a 
sense of belonging and identity. The synergy between what we know, think, feel and act’ (Murphy 
1999:16). These changing associations do not occur in isolation but are shaped by the mores and values of 
the society (Kasser in Hamilton 1999:1).  For this reason discussion of spiritual and personal development 
is combined. 
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Decreasing personal capital 
Promoting the ideology of economic rationalism Britain's Prime Minister made the much publicized 
announcement that there was 'no such thing as community, but only collections of individuals' (Cox 1995: 
1). Increasingly publicly desired personal qualities became related to wealth, fame and physical 
attractiveness, qualities that have value in the market place (Kasser in Hamilton 1999:1). Extrinsic goals 
which research now indicates is likely to lead to a lower quality of life, as people are constantly involved in 
competitive relationships. Within Australia, the current escalating rate of diagnosed acute and chronic 
depression is now one in five people, many refugees from the corporate world (Tacey 2000: 46). 
 
The experience of many committed human service workers in Victoria in the mid-1990s was that there is 
little capacity for meaningful personal relationships under the policies of outsourcing and competition.  
Within government departments these policies combined with individual performance bonuses for 
managers reaching financial targets replacing the ‘public servant’ relationship of responsibility to the 
citizen with commercial interests. 
 
An increasingly common life experience of groups harmed by powerful hierarchies is an internalized sense 
of inferiority (Geieger in Steinem 1992: 138).  Within rural communities the experiences of unemployment, 
and families leaving the community is regarded as issues of individual welfare. The result can become one 
of ‘rural communities becoming dependent, passive clients of government, losing much of their will to 
improve their own prospects as they lose the knack of depending on each other…and any meaningful sense 
of themselves as a community’. (Sher & Sher 1994: 26)  
 
A significant experience of disempowerment during the 1990’s was the silencing of rural people's voices.  
The inability to be heard in the decision-making forums that impacted on their lives resulted in frustration 
anger and distress. The work on personal development by Mary Field Belenky and her colleagues  (1997) 
found that silencing was the most disempowered state of personal development. It was a state that 
community members could identify with as they were excluded from public debate. A headline in a 
Gippsland paper captures this experience ‘The deepest cause of hopelessness lies with a sense of 
disempowerment.  People do not feel they have a voice anymore’ (Snowy River Mail, 20th October 1999 
[Treasure] p.4). 
 
Increasing personal capital 
Positive personal development is associated with an increasing ability to speak and interact, beginning not 
only to establish one's presence in the world, but able to also become a creator of knowledge. These 
personal journeys of development are supported in communities that welcome involvement and encourage 
people to take increasing responsibility as their confidence and skills develop.  
 
When rural people began to organize locally, perceptions of inferiority and their peripheral status were 
challenged.  As they gathered in community meetings and began to take action together, their sense of 
belonging increased, as well as their ability to care for others in the community.  In these relationships 
one’s sense of self is connected to the well being of others in the community.  It is not a separate and 
competitive situation.  
 
2b) Spiritual capital 
 
[O]ne of the greatest confidence tricks of history, promising us happiness, but actually bringing us death of 

the spirit as well as of the environment, and thus of the land itself 
(Brady 1991: 42). 

 
Spirituality from a community development perspective fosters an internal morality that stems from a sense 
of belonging and obligation of relationship to others, an interconnected presence (Cobb and Daly 1990: ix).  
An emerging shift in spiritual thinking for this 'Southland' is an awareness of a uniquely Australian 
spirituality. The work of David Tacey provides a significant contribution to the search for a spirituality that 
offers a way for co-operation between humanity and a god that can offer a miraculous dimension to the 
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ordinary world.  He presents the view that it will be this search for a living spirit, of this time and place that 
will tap the forces deep within ourselves and the landscape (Tacey op. cit. 56).  
 
Decreasing spiritual capital 
The European traditions of close association between the Church and the State had relationships built on 
power and hierarchies that did not flourish in Australia. The state became increasingly secular, withdrawing 
from a guiding role in spiritual matters, leaving many in a spiritual vacuum, concerned primarily with 
material wellbeing.  
 
The stories of care for indigenous people in missions and reserves that denied use of language and culture 
have become a source of great shame. Named by indigenous elder Mathew Fox as 'dysfunctional 
spirituality' inherited from the recent centuries of Christianity (Fox in Hammond 1991: 17). For the 
indigenous people whose spirituality and links with the land are slowly being acknowledged the imposition 
of values that regarded the land only as a resource caused great harm. Aboriginal kinship with the 
environment through spirituality brings with it a responsibility of care that community development strives 
for, at the local, regional and global level (Kneebone in Hammond 1991: 94).  
 
Increasing spiritual capital  

And the philosophy is sound that asserts that significant change in action needs first a change in 
worldview. 

(McPhail 1996: 37) 
 

Sections of the traditional church have always seen their role as placing moral restrictions on greed by 
powerful groups. The Catholic Church established co-operatives for housing and basic necessities in 
LaTrobe Valley and in Maryknoll a Catholic Community sought to offer a lifestyle based on self-
sufficiency.  
 
In Australia the Uniting Church supports a rural Ministry initially a response to changing economic 
circumstances the provision of forums for practical and spiritual work within rural communities has 
increasingly become concerned with rural wellbeing.  Reverend Oliver Heywood emphasized a concern 
that grand principles are able to guide everyday practice at a rural ministry forum.  With the farming 
community in which he lives as a reference point he drew attention to the alarming social and 
environmental impacts on the community of techno-scientific rationalism.  The poverty and 
unemployment, along with environmental degradation, resulting from farmers desperate attempts to trade 
out of an impossible situation.  His message is simply put: ‘if you love God, you don't turn his good earth 
into a salty desert, and if you love your neighbour you don't send salty water down the river to South 
Australia’ (Heyward in Stuart 1996: 29).  A statement that conveys the urgent need to take personal 
responsibility and understand our connection with people and place. 
 
With time new generations developed greater love of this country and with the transition came the search 
for recognition of inclusive relationships that emanated from the landscape and provided a morality to 
guide daily life. It is of interest that within communities who became involved in community and 
environmental projects the capital indicator on personal and spiritual capital moved from low to high, 
drawing attention to the significance of the spiritual qualities within people’s lives. 
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Figure 5. Personal and Spiritual Indicator 

 
 

 
4) Contributions of cultural capital 

Culture is our social dreaming, our way of reflecting and embodying the imaged life of the community 
(Tacey 2000: 40) 

 
 
 Question: What is the state of cultural activities in your community?  The public celebrations of creative 
life in song, dance, festivals, art in all its dimensions, including the local sporting celebrations? (Sheil 2000: 
36) 
 
The level of cultural activity within a community contributes to an understanding of people’s wellbeing and 
educates the next generation of what is valued. Manfred Max-Neef’s work on universal human needs 
identifies participation, creativity, identity, freedom and idleness as basic to human wellbeing (Max-Neef 
1991: 17). Cultural activities that are inclusive of community members has the capacity to meet these needs 
and contribute to a sense of belonging through rituals and traditions that are life affirming.  
 
Fragile cultural capital 
The need for creative expression was evident in the story of an early playhouse opened in Botany Bay by 
convicts.  The theatre featured what was to become a national characteristic, lampooning those in authority 
(Malouf 1998:1).  Possibly because of these divergent groups a distinctly Australian culture has been 
elusive.  There are few shared songs or stories, traditions or histories that unite a common understanding.  
The great myth of Australian being an empty landscape ‘terra nullis’ reflects the way Europeans failed to 
recognize qualities of this country (Tacey 2000: 99)  
 
While many Australians came to access a reasonable level of subsistence, opportunities to develop a 
unifying culture remained limited. A poverty of spirit reflected in our relationships to the indigenous people 
and the poor, captured by artists such as Sidney Nolan’s painting of Ned Kelly while Authur Boyd’s vivid 
paintings record our lack of compassion for indigenous people.  Judith Wright and Les Murray’s poems 
also offer insight that has not always been welcomed.  
 
Currently, with access to communication technologies that can transport images and people, imposition of 
mass commercial culture is in danger of swamping local sensitivities.  With limited public support for the 
arts local endeavours are frequently dependent on sponsorship, which has the potential to go beyond 
support to corporate ownership, destroying local identity and loyalties.  
 
Increasing cultural capital 

The conviction that art can change the world gives much indigenous art its power and depth. 
(Kerr in Art & Australia 1999-2000:221) 

 
A feature of Australian culture has become a celebration of 'ordinary' things of life.  Cartoonist Michael 
Leunig's work celebrates the sacredness around everyday activities that nurture life (Leunig 1999). Humour 
is used to challenge those who claim false superiority with Dame Edna Everage the high priestess of this art 
form. Australian artist Les Murray’s work comments on the ‘ordinary mail to the other world ‘(Murray 
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1997). The Opening Ceremony for the Olympic Games featured icons of everyday life, but also went on to 
bring together the ancient culture of indigenous people with youth, a grand story.  
 
The indigenous traditions of painting of country that maps people and place were used to educate of 
continuous connection with the land within current legal forums. Painting made sacred life visible 
reminding us of the importance of cultural activities. It is of significance that our unifying icons are the 
grand landscapes of Uluru and the Great Barrier Reef. 
 
From within community’s festivals that celebrate and nurture local identity are increasingly evident 
nurturing an understanding of local people and their environment. The Mallacoota festival began in 1981 
with one community play and has evolved with the skills and knowledge of that community over 
generations. For 5 years known as the ‘Festival of the Southern Ocean’ this coastal community of around a 
1,000 people linked with communities on the same latitude around the world: South America, South Africa, 
New Zealand, Robe in South Australia and Mallacoota with a reciprocal exchange of music, dance and 
stories. The result is a community deeply aware of the environment and the commonalties shared across 
countries.   
  
For those communities with inclusive practices and customs a sense of belonging is strong, as is 
participation and creativity, the freedom to dream of how things can be and an ability to share hopes and 
dreams through stories and songs is a powerful contribution. 
 

Figure 6. Cultural Capital Indicator  

 
 

 
5) Contributions of subjective experiences of political capital 
 

Good politics, like good sex, requires consent, trust and communication of desires.  Right now it seems 
Australians are unwilling to embrace their politicians quite so intimately. 

(Rayner 1997:11) 
 

Question: How would you rate your current political involvement?  Political participation includes being 
involved in decisions that impact on your life at all levels 
(community/locally/regionally/state/nationally/internationally 
 
Political capital relates to people's ability to participate in decisions that impact on their lives. The formal 
processes within the five layers of government: local, regional, state, national and international and within 
organizations. The capacity of a society to create opportunity for informed debate and the protection of 
minority groups are key aspects of determining levels of political capital (Rayner 1997: 8). Central to the 
formal structure are the processes by which democracy is incorporated into our political life.  
 
Decreasing political capital 
Universal suffrage for all is a status many have worked hard to achieve. However, political relationships 
have increasingly been influenced by the market place. Victorian local governments were forced to tender 
services, while state and commonwealth governments increasingly implemented policies associated with 
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reform. International legislation associated with ‘free trade’ agreements has the capacity to over-ride local 
concerns. 
 
Between 1995 and 1997 the Victorian governments sacked local councils and forced amalgamations.  
Citizens became customers without the protection of the State, or guidance of a morality other that that of 
individual contracts that denied the basic expectations of political and social citizenship. The structures of 
democracy were severely undermined as new legislation prevented public appeal on over 200 matters and 
withdrew the right of judicial appeal to the Privy Court. The process ‘attacked judges, muzzled public 
servants, school teachers, abused parliamentary processes, weakened and even abolished public institutions  
(Purple Sage Report 2000: 3) 
 
A high degree of political vulnerability resulted from insulation from distress experienced in communities. 
The inability to enter into reasonable debate resulted in frustration and apathy, creating a climate with 
scope for fundamentalists to promote simple solutions to complex issues. It was not coincidental that the 
‘One Nation Party’ championed by Pauline Hansen flourished and at a state level there was an increase in 
independent members. Not one main media outlet predicted the loss of government to the Liberal/National 
Coalition in 1999 (Economou 2001).  
 
With the continued absence of a rural policy in Australia rural and regional communities had particularly 
suffered under these policies (Sher & Sher 1994:14). Rather than an interactive system amongst ministerial 
portfolio’s that could respond to issues like the closure of bank branches or the privatization of major 
industries. Essentially these were the separate responsibility of different portfolio's operating with minimal 
resources and a culture of competition. An adversarial system increasingly unsuitable for dealing with the 
complexity of issues being tackled at multiple levels by government, industry, the community sector and 
communities.  
 
Increasing political capital 

  Regional councilors learnt to disagree without being disagreeable.   
(Putnam 1993: 36) 

 
By  1995 the Victorian Local Governance Association (VLGA) formed to support local councils work 
towards democratic agendum. In the past a clear role of government through social justice policies has been 
to protect the weak against the privileged interests of more powerful groups.  In a world of corporate power 
and urban based decision making there is an urgent need for centralized government to promote the 
interests of groups who are less numerous and less powerful.   
 
In the mid 1980’s policies with broad political support had located resources within regional areas 
(McDonald 1991). Two of these Landcare and the Rural Women's Network have been adopted by other 
states and continue to operate.   This shift to solution focused political forums could provide an alternative 
to the current loss of trust in the operation of the major political parties and the bureaucracy.  An inspiring 
example of transition of government from central to regional areas in Northern Italy discussed in Robert 
Putnam's work noted a changing culture from decisions made on party lines to resolution of issues in the 
interests of the community.  
 
It is of interest that a single group did not orchestrate the extensive political swing against the 
National/Liberal Coalition in 1999. Rather a rural movement developed from individuals and organizations 
concerned with the extent of harm experienced within communities. Local indicators tracked this level of 
discontent, just as when local people became organized and involved at a local level the experience of 
political involvement changed.  
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Figure 7. Political Capital Indicator 

 
 
6) Contributions of subjective experiences of environmental capital 
 
Country is a nourishing terrain.  Country is a place that gives and receives life and is multi-dimensional - it 

consists of people, animals, plants, Dreamings; underground, earth, soils, minerals, and water, surface 
water and air.  There is sea-country and land country; in some areas people talk about sky country.  

(Rose 1997: 5) 
 

What is the current state of policy and planning in regard to environmental issues impacting on your 
community?  Are processes open and accessible?  Is there an ability to share knowledge and be 
involved in decisions and actions for care of the environment? 

 
Environmental capital encompasses all aspects of life on the planet: land, air, water, plants, minerals, 
animals and people, the complex life cycles of interdependence beyond our knowledge.   
With awareness of our increasing vulnerability there is an urgency to move away from policies that deplete 
the environment. From an indigenous point of view it is not possible to live a healthy and connected 
lifestyle if the land from which you draw your sense of self, and belong is harmed and damaged. 
 
Decreasing environmental capital 
Green economists and environmentalists point out that assumed human superiority has resulted in human 
activity growing too large for the biosphere on which all life depends.  From 1950 - 1986 the world’s 
population doubled from 2.5 billion to 5 billion and in 5 years the gross world product and fossil fuel 
consumption roughly quadrupled (ibid.).  Even this brief snapshot indicates an urgent need to rethink 
practices, which are dependent on finite resources.  The recognition that neither technology nor strategies 
that Hazel Henderson and Vanda Shiva have called feminization of the environment, tidying up the 
neighbourhood, recycling, and issues of clean air and water, will be insufficient to turn around the 
environmental crisis in isolation (Ife 1995: 25). 
 
Past policies recognized particular industry groups and demands of urban settlements guided by the 
economic ideology of continued growth, failing to value the environment other until the point of entry to 
the market place.  An ideology that now commodifies the 'common goods' of air, water, and communal 
land (Henderson 1995: 113). The integrated approach to development acknowledges the environment as the 
base on which all development is dependent challenging virtually every prior Western philosophy system. 

 
Increasing environmental capital 

A move from anthropocentrism to biocentrism: that is from attention of human and cultural affairs to the 
affairs of Planet Earth as a living system of interdependent species 

(Henderson 1991: 71). 
 
Rural people have the advantage of a close relationship with the environment .The state of the rivers is a 
unifying issue in most communities, as people within community have knowledge of the once fast flowing 
rivers that are now sluggish and salty flows of water, impacting on humans, flora and fauna (Ife 1995: 25). 
Through groups such as Landcare there is growing awareness that current policies impoverish more than 
they enrich (Chamala & Morris 1990).  
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Landcare has the potential to link local knowledge to central resourcing, training and areas of policy 
development if it remains responsive to local needs.  The structure provides opportunity for ongoing 
dialogue and interaction, a model that became national and international (McDonald 1991: 225). Initiatives 
from within community may appear small, and are often left to those most marginalized and under-
resourced (Henderson 1995, Mies 1996,Shiva 1993). A vulnerability dependent on a respect for local 
knowledge and recognition that such partnerships are mutually beneficial between communities, industries 
and government.  
 
The trend towards increased self-reliance; smaller and more regional relationships in trade and commerce 
provide alternative ways to meet basic needs.  A new definition of a good life with values that include self-
sufficiency, co-operation with others and with nature is needed, communality instead of aggressive self-
interest, creativity instead of the myth of ‘catching up’ development (Mies 1993: 254). 
 
‘The environmental movement that continues to explore, describe and advocate for the value and needs of 
the earth's fragile ecosystem is directly linked to sustainable development’ (Gamble & Weir 19991: 212).  
These diverse groups include green political parties, organic industries, ethical investments, environmental 
trusts, social ecology departments, community orientated media, earth summit's, green taxes, social 
movements, environmental audits and many more areas of action and policy that combine to change global 
and local environmental consciousness.  Many of these actions are informed and implemented by local 
knowledge.  The intimate association with the places in which people live can guide future development. 
 

Figure 7. Environmental Capital Indicator 

 
 
Being part of the story towards sustainable development 
 

That meet the needs of this generation without limiting the options of future generations  
(Bruntland in Henderson 1999: 4) 

 
There is increasing recognition in O.E.C.D.  countries that endogenous development - development from 
within - is the most important contributor to long term change (Huggonier 1999: 7). Local development 
requires strategies for the inclusion of local people. The capital indicators provide a basis from which to 
engage in conversations with people to listen and to learn of opportunities for a transition from decline to 
sustainability.  
 
Linking subjective and objective knowledge 
Objective indicators more congruent with people’s subjective experiences are also available to inform 
public policy, planning and resource allocation. They enable the declining qualities of lifestyle and 
deteriorating environmental conditions to become evident as well as monitoring improvements when 
change is implemented.  The process offers a way to move beyond denial to confront and transform the 
current human and environmental crisis's that are experienced across much of the world. 
 

• The United Nations Human Development Index (HDI). 
This incorporates a composite score that calculates the GDP based on real 
purchasing power not exchange rates, on literacy rates, mean years of birth, and 
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life expectancy.  The score reflects problems related to mal-development and the 
destructive aspects of over-production and consumption, as well as 
underdevelopment. Poverty indicators record a 100 million poor in market 
democracies of North America and West Europe. New indicators measure 
environmental damage, human freedom and infant mortality.  Ratios between 
military and civilian (health & education) budgets are informative. (U.S. ratio is 
$37 to $1, Britain ratio $45 to $1, Arab states $166 to $1) 

 
• Human Distress Indicator  

Canada, Austria, Australia and the United States lead the world in serious road 
injuries.  In the European community, Spain, Ireland France, Belgium and 
Denmark topped the unemployment scorecard.  U.S leads in divorces and in the 
most rapes reported while Finland, Austria, France Belgium and Sweden top the 
suicide score card. (Henderson 1991: 183) 

 
Canada and United States lead the world in industrial air pollutants with 78kg. and 
64 kg. per 100 people respectively with Australia 40 kg and Britain 37 kg as 
runners up.  Canada has since made great strides in developing a National Set of 
Environment Indicators’ (Henderson 1991: 183). 
 

• Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (ISEW) 
Incorporates indicators on personal consumption and distribution inequalities. 
Services such as household labour, public expenditure on health and education, 
defense private expenditures, expenditures on national advertising, costs of 
community, costs of urbanization, cost of auto-accidents, cost of water, air and 
noise.  Loss of wetlands, the depletion of non-renewable resources and long-
term environmental damage (Daly & Cobb 1990: 401-455). 
 

• Genuine Progress Indicator 2000 (GPI) 
Developed by the Australian Institute ‘Genuine Progress Indicators take into 
account a range of social, environmental and economic indicators such as crime, 
employment, community work, pollution and spending on health and education.  
Australian statistics indicate that societal wellbeing has failed to keep pace with 
a tripling in the gross domestic product since 1950 (Hamilton 2000: 1). 
www.gpionline.net 
 

The use of subjective indicators can alert people to the importance of exploring further the reality of their 
circumstances and its relevance for their future wellbeing. The reference point to inform this work will be 
the community where life can flourish if there is a commitment to balanced development.  
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