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The world’s oceans, the air we breathe, the planet’s bio-diversity are all also commons – not 

property.  They can only be managed with agreed rules to prevent exploitation. 
(Henderson 1995:117) 

 
I would not be surprised if your wondering why at the Inaugural Victorian Coastal 
Community Forum an academic from Monash University’s regional campus is speaking.  The 
focus of the forum is ‘10 years of Coast Action and Beyond’ of which you have the 
experience and vision and I am an interested observer.  What does someone from a regional 
campus of a University have to offer in considerations of the development of your 
organisation, present activities and future potential. 
 
As a rural woman from Gippsland like many of you I have experience of living in 
communities under state policies that sort to include our knowledge and interests in the mid 
1980’s as well as during the 1990’s when voices of rural Victorians were excluded from 
public decision making.   It was these experiences that motivated an approach to staff at 
Monash University to establish a Centre for Rural Communities in 1995 and my research into 
structures and strategies to enable the diverse knowledge existing within communities to be 
present in public decision making that impacted on our lives. While the focus of my work has 
been rural communities the importance of local knowledge being present in planning and 
policy development related to coastal communities would appear to share common barriers or 
opportunities.  It is this background that motivated my accepting the invitation to participate 
in your forum.  
 
Understanding why we are here, what motivates our involvement are very important 
considerations and I invite you to reflect for a moment on why you are involved in activities 
concerned with coastal and community wellbeing. What do we hope to achieve at this forum?  
 
Firstly I come to thank community members and regional workers for the work undertaken in 
the coastal communities from which I and all Australians and those with connecting oceans 
and species benefit. I am aware that this work is undertaken on top of your many other 
responsibilities and for many is not the source of their employment.  Involvement is motivated 
by the relationships you have with the places in which you live, and the people with whom 
you live, your community. 
  
Community of place and people 
Communities are the places, in which we live and interact.  In communities we are not 
insulated by departmental boundaries that allocate responsibility to some other entity. If the 
bank closes the kindergarten, local business, sports club and pensioner are all affected.   They 
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are also the places were we belong and where there is a high level of civic engagement.   
Communities are not static entities and some are more damaged than others – but they are the 
places from which we understand the world. 
 
Inclusive policies and programs 
It is from within Victoria in the 1980’s that the great tradition of establishing organisations 
capable of including the diversity of local knowledge began.  In 1984 the Department of 
Conservation and Environment, and Department of Agriculture formed an alliance with the 
Victorian Farmers Federation.  For a Labour Government this was an unprecedented initiative 
and one that crossed a number of boundaries to bring about change for rural people through a 
co-operative approach that respected the value of local knowledge. An approach that has since 
been adopted by other Australian states and nationally and is the foundations from which 
coastaction and coastcare have evolved (McDonald 1991:25). 
  
Integrated rural and regional development 
An effective and interactive structure as demonstrated by the high level of involvement in 
Coastaction/coastcare. Current participation rates of 20,000 volunteers involved each year in 
marine and coastal community projects along the 2000 kilometers of Victorian coastline, 
resourced by seven coastaction/coastcare facilitators providing support to more than 350 
coastal community groups is evidence of the dynamic potential of these structures. Co-
operation between the State and Federal Governments (Clancy 2004) is also evidence that an 
integrated approach to regional development is not only possible but mutually beneficial not 
only to local communities and environments but stable political processes and the goal of 
democratic involvement in a civic society for the common good (Rayner 1997:1-5).   
 
The structure facilitating this level of activity provides a way for people to be valued, 
resourced and work collaboratively on issues of local importance to themselves and their 
communities.   It incorporates important strategies of engagement that ensure local 
community ownership honouring the principle of subsidarity and sustainability both key 
criteria of integrated rural development (European Union Charter 1996). 
 
Landcare was only one of the programs established at this time that incorporated local 
flexibility and ownership supported by State Government that provided avenues of dialogue 
and resourcing of mutual benefit to all parties. Others included the Rural Enterprise Victoria, 
the Victorian Country Youth Services Network and the Rural Women’s Network, each 
offered an interactive structure with common outcomes of the inclusion of local knowledge. 
Having experienced the dynamic changes that resulted from these programs yet with many 
unanswered questions I began my research in 1996.  How could an organisation which in  
1986 employed less than 2 staff  provide opportunities for thousands of Victorian women 
predominantly rural to participate in decision making that impacted on their lives?  What was 
so different to this structure and the strategies of engagement, which were not present in the 
bureaucratic structures generically termed ‘the government’ by community members.  
 
Analysing, documenting and implementing the significance of the strategies used in these 
programs and determining whether this approach could facilitate the inclusion of rural 
people’s knowledge in public planning and policy development has been a motivating force 
ever since. 
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Contributions of a regional campus 

It is only with a community heart that a regional leader can see rightly. 
(Garlick 2001: 10) 

 
Universities are engaged in teaching, research and regional and community engagement. 
(MacKenzie 2004).  In 1996 I was not aware of the complex status of a regional arm of major 
university, however, I was aware that education in all its manifestations had relevance for the 
challenges being experienced by rural people. An initial step was to make contact with others 
involved with post-compulsory education that were also concerned about the current situation 
for rural people. The outcome was the establishment of the Centre for Rural Communities 
Inc.in 1995, an alliance between concerned people at Monash University’s Gippsland 
Campus, the TAFE sector, the Gippsland Regional Council of Adult and Further Education 
and rural communities of up to 10,000 people.  
 
The dream of providing a home for rural issues resonated with people from these 
organisations and research with Gippsland communities indicated that a Centre ‘that 
recognised the imperative of strong and diverse rural communities being an intrinsic part of 
the Australian culture and economy’ (Smith and Pearce 1995:2) as welcome.  At the time 
governments at all levels acknowledge the benefits of such a centre but redirected 
responsibility to other portfolios at varying levels – a common scenario for community 
members.  I began a Masters in Research to document the strategies from the past successful 
programs from the 1980’s and searched for ways to resource rural communities that 
frequently began innovative ventures in isolation and with little expertise on which to build.  
 
In 1996 Philanthropic Trusts with an interest in rural communities funded the development of 
a study circle kit Building Rural Futures through Co-operation (Sheil 1997).  The study circle 
philosophy respects local knowledge and provided access within interested communities with 
the capacity to bring together people with very different views but a common concern in the 
future of the places in which they lived.  The content introduced people to the skills of 
collaborative engagement, how to facilitate diverse views into public discussion and find 
common ground.  It was not about once again offering a way forward that divided and isolated 
some groups of people for the benefit of others.  Woven through this process were good news 
stories of innovative ventures initiated from within communities that provided inspiration, 
contacts and hope. It did not set direction for community members but reinforced and 
supported their capacity to take the step of setting their own agendas, to determine their own 
common vision and begin to take action together to achieve their goal.  
 
 In those Gippsland communities where study groups were established the outcomes exceeded 
expectation as communities identified common interests and undertook projects together 
(Sheil 1999).  However while interest in the kit came from every level of government and 
industry groups few people had the skills, resources or legitimacy to facilitate such a group. 
To meet the need for skilled regional facilitators a professional development manual Growing 
and Learning in Rural Communities (Sheil 2000) was developed once again funded by 
Philanthropic trusts.  The manual introduces the systematic approach to collaborative 
engagement developed from research on successful inclusive programs with rural women that 
began in 1985, and 1986 (Brophy 1985, Bailey et. al. 1996, Mitchell in Franklin 1994).  The 
same policies and strategies that had introduced Landcare into Victoria, and in time have been 
adopted by other states and territories and from which Coastcare/coastaction has originated.  
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Graduate Certificate in Regional Community Development 
 Strategies identified from these programs were further informed by theoretical work in 
regional development, community development and collaborative education (Friere 1974,  
Vella 2002,  Ife 2002, Garlick 2001).  By this stage awareness of the importance of regional 
perspectives in decision making had become evident and funding was gained from the 
Commonwealth Government to develop this work into an accredited University program. A 
professional development program in the Faculty of Education enabled piloting of this work 
to determine its relevance for regional workers and communities.  At every stage the 
opportunity for community members and regional workers to engage with the skills and 
knowledge of a regional campus in a collaborative manner was welcomed, and outcomes 
within communities continued to inform this initiative.   By 2002 a Graduate Certificate in 
Regional Community Development accredited by Monash University provided access for 
regional workers in the theoretical and practical application in the model of collaborative 
engagement designed from my research.   
 
The Graduate Certificate is a one year part-time program designed to enhance the skills and 
knowledge of regional workers with the responsibility to engage with community groups.  As 
students of a regional campus they have access to libraries, other faculty staff and facilities at 
the University.  Participants attend the campus fortnightly and focus on the issues within their 
workplace or community.   
 
This cross-sectoral approach brings together workers from local government, landcare 
facilitators, the catchment management authority, Department of Victorian Communities in 
sport and recreation, Parks Victoria, municipal libraries, neighbourhood houses, regional 
programs for deafness, vocational guidance, indigenous programs, community organisations, 
environmental programs, youth programs, art, recreation and culture, youth interests, 
community organisations, church groups and enterprise development.  A dynamic 
engagement of people from different sectors participating in a common forum, sharing the 
richness of diverse wisdom and knowledge from across the region.  Participants begin as 
learners and move to become educators as they implement study circles or workplace projects 
paying attention to the nine strategies of engagement in a sequenced and systematic approach. 
Community involvement in the study circle is accredited by the TAFE sector providing 
further mainstream resources and access to facilities for rural people and professional 
recognition for their engagement in constructive ventures within their communities.   
 
The presence of skilled workers actively engaged to skill and resource community members is 
immediately evident, improving relationships between community members and council staff.  
In Latrobe City the Township Facilitator program has been established employing a facilitator 
for each of the seven rural towns and in East Gippsland the State Funded Youth Community 
Alliance and Action Building facilitators are resourced to establish local projects. Both 
Latrobe City and East Gippsland have sponsored their workers to participate in the Graduate 
Certificate ensuring the skill development of local people.  
 
Access to East Gippsland is provided through the TAFE campus Forestech near Lakes 
Entrance and others attend the Gippsland campus at Churchill.  Research on the impact of the 
course is being undertaken, tracking the multiplier effect of access to this learning within 
communities that continues after formal involvement with the course is over. The work is also 
of interest to the Department of Victorian Communities Community Building initiatives and 
the Centre co-hosted the community building seminars in 2002 and currently participates in 
the statewide reference group.  
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Within communities the access to a skilled and supervised facilitator continues to be 
significant. There is a multiplier effect within communities as each facilitator establishes 
study circles extending the knowledge of inclusive facilitation skills. It is my experience that 
each member of study groups takes on new public responsibilities in their area of interest and 
becomes actively engaged in community activities. In each community using the study circle 
the local environment was a unifying concern and those communities with a creek, river or 
coastline regarded this as their primary focus for a project.  Other communities chose to 
rebuild fragmented social networks and organised social activities community dinners, 
festivals, community newspapers, or supported existing events to include all ages and 
interests. Regional workers attending the course participate in regional and state gatherings 
contributing their experiences to the public discussions – becoming part of the story of 
regional development.  
 
Victorian Universities Regional Research Network 
The initiative has relevance for other regions and Monash University through the Victorian 
Universities Regional Research Network has agreed to jointly accredit the work at other 
regional campuses beginning with RMIT at Hamilton.  The presence of not only Gippsland 
people involved in programs with a regional focus but throughout the state will raise the 
profile of a regional approach.  Universities are well placed to engage with governments on 
relevant policy developments informed by the knowledge of impact of current policies on 
diverse communities.  These are some of the possible partnerships to support sustainable 
development within our coastal communities. 
 
A regional campus of a university is uniquely placed to develop these regional associations 
capable of moving beyond departmental interests and fragmented portfolios to find common 
agendas towards sustainable outcomes.  Participants in the Graduate Certificate rapidly 
acknowledge the dramatic shift in outcomes when they support community members setting 
their own direction. As collaborative educator Paulo Freire points out institutions that engaged 
in monologue stagnated and became irrelevant, while those that engaged in dialogue could 
continue to grow and learn, to be life affirming, after all a primary consideration of education 
(Friere 1974).  
 
Dynamic engagement with local knowledge 
 

No coarse hand of progress will ever tear from Mallacoota and its surrounds the mystic 
beauty that still clings to it like an enchanted veil, showing under the soft transparency of sky 

and air a loveliness amongst the rarest in Australia 
(E. J. Brady, Overlander reprinted in Edna J. Brady 1998) 

 
There is an irony that at this stage when many of us have now lived in this country long 
enough to value its uniqueness and are striving to repair the damage done through ignorance 
of past policies we are faced with the challenge of increasingly large, remote and hierarchical 
organisations.  
 
There is an emerging understanding that the association to place by communities provides 
associations of a scale that could link formal institutions, financial accountability and policies 
of a region if mechanisms existed for communities to participate in decision making. Regional 
identity defined ‘not by lines on maps to meet the divergent needs of government 
departments’ provides a kind of spiritual connectedness between groups of people with like 
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goals during times of fundamental change (Garlick 1997: 24). It is this growing awareness of 
the significance of a ‘sense of place’ that has the potential to shape our current activities and 
future plans. Let me share with you a local story from the coastal community of Mallacoota in 
Gippsland.   
 
Guiding stories origination from within communities.  
 
Each year for 22 years I’ve traveled to Mallacoota at Easter.  A time my family, friends and I 
impatiently look forward to.  We camp beside the lake and ocean in the public camp park.  
Affordable holidays for families that like us many return to each year. A safe environment for 
children, that is walking distance to the town, combined with the community festival 
celebrating the uniqueness of this coastal community. This year, I sat with friends on the front 
lawn of Karbethong Lodge overlooking the lake and mountains on a day when the land was 
mirrored sky. A blue backdrop to the hillside stage where  ‘a performance of music and verse 
derived from the ocean, billed  ‘Songs of the Sea’ was scheduled.   The handwritten sign at 
the gate said ‘Opera $12.00 or $10.00 concession. Opera was something I had little experience 
of, yet I’d learnt to trust the Mallacoota Arts Council to bring together diverse and 
inspirational artists so we sat up our chairs on the lawn, opened our picnic, talked with friends, 
relaxed and waited (Regional Arts Australia 1998). 
 
The performance began with an operatic adaptation of a sea shanty, followed by the poetry of 
Roald Dahl children’s verse that challenged our imagination with extracts of James and the 
Giant Peach read by poet in residence, Alicia Sometimes.  Singing by the Mallacoota 
Community Poetry Choir then shared in harmony stories of local events and concern for 
others, the bushfires that sent a red moon rising over the water, and the refugees who like the 
character in the poem kept asking, ‘How many days?’  This was followed the by the golden 
singing of Un bel di from Madame Butterfly by Michaele Archer.  This memorable music and 
voice touched deep into the hopes and dreams of our hearts, the parts that hold both sadness 
and beauty, that are often buried by our general busyness. Here on this hillside sitting and 
lying quietly on the grass we could make contact with our passion for life and know that we 
shared this depth of feeling with others.  
 
This event could not have come about without the planning by the Co-ordinator and members 
of the Arts council, the energy of the artists who contributed their talents and time decorating 
pieces of art for auction.  The hard working cook and ‘acting’ president, Pete Giddings  who 
kept the whole team fed throughout the festival, the publicity, the community of Mallacoota, 
the owners and managers of the lodge, funding from Arts Victoria, Vic Health, the artists in 
residence, the visiting performers, the list goes on. Each of these activities, organisations and 
individuals contributed to the success of that performance. The work of ethnologist Deborah 
Rose draw attention to the way we ‘only find our own personhood in the society of others, so 
our own being is dependent upon others, so we are always already indebted to others.’  A 
‘position that is reciprocal, and others are always indebted to us, but our responsibility is not 
contingent on theirs, but rather is given in our being’ (Benhabiob 1992 in Rose 1997:13).   
 
 Each of you will have come with your own unique contributions of what it is motivates your 
involvement in your communities.  You were invited to bring a symbolic item representing an 
event or value that you can share with others to expand our collective knowledge of our 
communities and the coastline.  Each of these stories from within coastal communities 
provides a reference point that can inform relevant action and policy. If we track the origin of 
the Northern Pacific Seastar appearing in Anderson’s inlet and the collective response by local 
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residents, dive groups, Department of Sustainability staff, school groups, coastaction groups, 
media and other researchers we begin to appreciate not only the importance of the local action 
but the contribution of this perspective to future policy and practice. This scenario of gaps in 
current policies due to changing circumstances becoming evident through the observation of 
community members has relevance for other localities. Concerns about increased numbers of 
people moving to the coast is evident in many coastal communities where soils are porous and 
susceptible to rapid erosion such as at Venus Bay in South Gippsland. The impact of 
increased land costs and rising rates for the traditionally small permanent coastal communities 
that experience a huge increase at holiday time with little capacity to be involved in 
determining the expenditure raised in this way. It is from within coastal communities that 
innovative solutions with relevance to other coastal areas originate such as the no-dig board 
walks at Mallacoota that ensure middens and plant life are not disturbed yet provide public 
access to the beauty of the area. Coastal community members are the local caretakers of the 
environment that present situations can be addressed and future policies informed. 
 
Contribution of stories to personal and community development 
 Forums such as this provide an opportunity to hear each other’s stories, for people to put 
words around their experiences and share experiences of their activities and why they are 
important. The sharing of these stories gives insight into the diverse reality of our coastal 
communities challenging attitudes and educating of important connections. The stories 
educate to of the potential for positive change an essential step it would appear in moving 
primary energy away from repair of damage from past poor policy to the creation of policies 
that nurture and protect our coastal commons. Such a shift could transform our understanding 
of what is possible allowing individuals, communities and organisations to move forward 
together guided by a shared goal of sustainability. If we take the time to listen to the language 
and stories of local people our attention is quickly drawn to the beauty and vulnerability of 
local landscapes, to the energy and resourcefulness of local people in their determination to 
ensure a future where the environment and community are valued.  From this perspective, the 
way forward offers opportunities for partnerships, for new roles for government, industry 
groups and a critical role for collaborative engagement. As with the Mallacoota story 
activities not achieved in isolation but from the relationship to place that guides action and 
values in a time of change.  
 
The involvement of local people in the myriad of activities needed to carry out local projects. 
Contact with local, state or federal government departments or agencies with responsibility to 
resource your work, opportunity to educate others who visit your area to be more thoughtful 
and responsible in their relationship with this area for which you are the primary carers.  This 
is only part of the picture, going on around this activity are other public departments with 
other agendas and responsibilities, and public institutions with little accountability, or even 
interaction with the local community that also impact on your community relationships and 
the environment.  
 
Earlier this year I attended an economic modeling conference on regional development The 
agenda and language where in the old paradigm of growth with a target of 2% growth whether 
communities had the capacity to support this or not.  Sustainability was not evident in the 
modeling (Brumby 2003, Adams 2003). Economics framing the planning and resource 
allocation by all levels of government within this country and internationally is calculated on 
the out of date framework of recording growth in the market economy.  A system that does 
not allocate loss to environmental destruction or community infrastructure designed in the 
1940’s that has reached its use by date (Waring 1988, Henderson 1991, 1995).  The new 

 7



agenda of sustainability that has goals of ecological sustainability and social justice -–
balancing the needs of people and place has relevance at a regional level where relationships 
between individuals, communities and organisations are of a human scale of interaction. 
 
 Planning departments, pressure on local government to raise revenue through development 
proposals, financial institutions willing to invest in prime coastal land, employment 
opportunities, sections of the tourism industry managed from outside, international 
investment, supperannuation funds, the list is long and changing.  
 
Contributions of a University with regional campus 
 
A regional campus of a University is uniquely placed to facilitate engagement with regional 
issues that cross portfolios.  To bring together different stakeholders around common interests 
to be enterprising in the interests of the integrated development of a region of which they are a 
part.   From a community perspective Coastcare is one organisation with which many chose to 
engage and there is opportunity at this conference to use our imagination to envisage how the 
organisation could be in 10 years time.  Who else could be partners in your work?  From the 
stories we hear at the conference it is clear that coastal communities face challenges from over 
and inappropriate development, from increased demands on water, the impact of the 
commodification of water, fishstocks, the use of chemicals on farms, land clearing and of 
course global warming from greenhouse gases.  
 
 Local groups are the source by which the impacts are monitored and local repair work 
undertaken, activities that increase our sense of ownership and form our identity, two basic 
human needs (Max-Neef 1991). Yet there can also be a price if those who care most are the 
most marginalised.  Maria Mies feminist and ecologist, raised concerns of governments 
advocating community development on the one hand, while promoting industralised market 
systems, permanent growth and central values of self-interest and competition …and the 
reinforcement of these values through global institutions of free trade (Mies 1996: 41).  
 
Communities need partners in this work and a regional campus of a University is well placed 
to incorporate this territory of place into learning for an enterprising region. Regional 
universities well placed to engage with regional issues, to challenge attitudes of 
marginalisation and irrelevance except as source of food, natural resources and recreation. 
In extending energy at the local level away from a monopoly on repair of damage from past 
policies, to identification of the causes of distress and engagement in the creation of policies 
of integrated development. 
 
Engagement on a regional level with diverse interests from within communities provides a 
mechanism by which regional characteristics can become evident and of relevance in planning 
and policy development.  
 
Current and future opportunities 

 The stories of coastcare/coastaction groups could be included in the study circles 
provide a means to extend understanding of your work to other sectors. 

 The skills of facilitation designed into the Building Rural Futures through Co-
operation study circle kit would be relevant for community members of coastal 
communities, and as the work is accredited through TAFE this provides access to 
libraries and mainstream learning opportunities and funding. 
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 The Graduate Certificate in Regional Community Development provides 
professional development in community engagement for workers involved with 
coastcare and land management, once again giving access to mainstream resources 
of funding, facilities and libraries and access to relevant programs in higher 
education. 

 Participation by coastcare and land management workers in a regional University 
extends awareness of the impact of current policy to other faculties integrating a 
regional perspective.  This step is significant in developing a regional perspective 
to development capable of investing for a sustainable future. 

 Increased participation in the Graduate Certificate and in time a Masters program 
raises the public presence of the importance of local knowledge in regional 
planning and policy development. Partnerships with other regional campuses are 
currently underway.  

 Plans for a regional event later in the year would welcome the involvement of 
coastcare/coastaction community members and co-ordinators.  

 A regional campus is an arm of a major University that has links to national and 
international forums and credibility.  These public avenues to public debate are 
part of the charter of universities.  Inclusion of local knowledge will increasingly 
be an integral component of integrated regional development. The future is also 
about research and policy development to ensure sustainable futures to enable 
communities to move beyond repair to protection and investment in our landscapes 
and people.  

 
Possibly some sections of coastal communities should be off limits to personal profit, to be 
beyond the classification of ‘property’.  Like air and water these are our global commons and 
require involvement of other partners to support the work of local people as caretakers.  In 
taking this step there would be many other partners – these are not issues we can face alone – 
but they are issues we can tackle together.  Regional institutions provide associations of a 
manageable scale with opportunities for responsive involvement.   
 
Could a goal for the second conference be that coastcare and regional universities have 
established those commonalities and we will stand alongside each other with a clearer 
understanding of our complimentary roles and relationships towards a common agenda of 
sustainability. 
 
Welcome your thoughts and ideas for the future.  
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