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“What was really important was employing local people. Because Castlemaine 
500 were blow-ins, very nice blow-ins, but blow-ins never the less. And in 
Kyabram we employed a non-greenie and she really made a concerted effort 
to go through all the networks and engage them to design her program and 
she deliberately excluded people like us [laughter]…That was a process that 
really worked. It was a local person getting into the local networks bringing 
them together, them designing the program, she facilitated it and got some of 
the answers she wanted but it was still theirs.”  

 

Build relationships based on mutual trust and respect 
 
Successful community engagement relies on trusted relationships between partnering 
organisations, funding bodies, those implementing the activities, local stakeholders and 
participants. Considerable time is often spent developing and maintaining these 
relationships. Community engagement approaches must be designed and resourced to 
facilitate these relationships. The social capital and connectedness created through 
community engagement is an important outcome which in turn supports future community 
action and innovation.  
 

“With Sustainability Street, people are attracted to it by meeting neighbours, 
creating and maintaining local links with each other as well as the council, not 
just climate change”. 

 
 



 

37 

 
Case Study 1 

Central Victorian Greenhouse Alliance: 
Castlemaine 500 and Ky Can Do That! 

 
Project background 
The Central Victorian Greenhouse Alliance (CVGA) was established in 2000 and currently 
involves 14 local governments, businesses and community organisations. The CVGA 
undertakes leadership, educational and facilitating roles in working towards the region’s 
emissions target of 30 per cent below 1990 levels by 2012 and zero net emissions by 
2020.  The CVGA has co-ordinated several household based behaviour change projects 
through the ‘My Home My Planet’ program in Castlemaine, Ararat and Kyabram. 
 
Important organisational learning from Castlemaine 500 has been successfully fed into 
new projects in the local area including Ky Can Do That! in Kyabram. 
 
Castlemaine 500 
The Castlemaine 500 project aimed to engage 500 local households in changes which 
would reduce their greenhouse gas emissions by 15-30 per cent though: 

• household assessments and action plans; 
• leadership workshops and support of projects developed by participants; and 
• establishing networks with local partners. 

 
While auspiced by the CVGA, the project was delivered by a Geelong based sustainability 
company. The project had mixed success, effectively involving 370 households but 
struggling to engage participants in formal workshops and experiencing difficulties in 
evaluating the impact of the project due to difficulties accessing household data and low 
participant survey responses. However some participants have continued to engage in 
energy reduction and participate in the range of projects and networks active in the local 
area. 
 
Ky Can Do That! 
Ky Can Do That! was funded by the Department of Sustainability and the Environment and 
employed a local part time project coordinator for 12 months.  This project built a local 
community leader’s steering group involving the local mayor, primary school principal, 
editor of the local paper, president of Kyabram Landcare, local business owners, farmers 
and Lions Club members. The group devised a range of community sustainability 
activities, including: 

• the Kyabram Light Bulb Challenge where participants pledged to buy only energy 
saving light globes in exchange for two free CLF globes. At the conclusion of the 
project 400 households and 1500 Ky Can Do That! team members were recruited 
through this program (out of a population of 6000); 

• a Sustainable House Tour;  
• a Solar Smart Town Meeting which attracted 220 community members (150 

households). Within a week 130 households had signed up and paid a deposit for 
solar panels as part of a bulk purchase scheme negotiated by the project; and 

• subsequent extensive bulk purchasing of photovoltaic panels (PV) for the over 200 
households involved. 

 
The success of the project has attracted media attention, leading to a number of other 
towns expressing interest in replicating the project.  
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Key learning about community engagement 

Use the local knowledge, networks, expertise and credibility of local leaders as 
‘advocates and advisors’ and involve the community directly in planning activities 
While the Castlemaine 500 project struggled with the perception that it was run by people 
from ‘out of town’, Ky Can Do That! had an office space in town and a local coordinator 
who could make contact with people informally and face to face.  By putting time and effort 
into establishing a local leaders steering group, activities undertaken were more suited to 
the culture of the community and local resources could be easily accessed and word of 
mouth promotion of activities was successful.  

Build on easy actions which have wide appeal as a first step in engagement 
Kyabram Light Bulb Challenge provided an easy first step for engagement with 
households signing up at local school fetes. This then formed a wide base of engaged 
community members for further action. 

Focus on the ultimate goal while being flexible by changing unsuccessful strategies 
and taking on opportunities  
A flexible approach to reaching clear goals can prevent resources being wasted on 
ineffective approaches and supports incorporating the ideas of local participants. A flexible 
approach has also meant that learning from Castlemaine 500 has informed other projects 
in the area. 

Make communication relevant and accurate  
Early messages in the Castlemaine project proved hard to undo as the project developed. 
Effective use of the local media in Kyabram ensured that the community was aware of 
local activities and who was involved.  

Short term grant based funding makes it difficult to maintain community 
engagement and achieve outcomes 
Despite its success, Ky Can Do That! was unable to attract further funding. While the 
steering group have taken ownership of the project, which is now called Sustainable 
Kyabram (SKY), dependence on volunteers may make it difficult to achieve some of the 
outcomes which could have been possible from such a promising beginning.  
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Communicate accessible, reliable information about climate change trends, impacts 
and actions 

 
Successful community engagement was seen to embrace a genuine willingness to 
devolve ownership and respect local views. Clear communication of engagement activities 
involving simple and focussed messages about what is being done and who will be 
involved is critical in building both participation and trust. Poor experiences and outcomes 
from previous community engagement initiatives can create distrust and a barrier to 
engagement as can ‘consultation and engagement fatigue’.  
 
In particular, the early or introductory communications directed at communities can have a 
lasting impact on community perceptions of the process. Being careful to accurately 
represent events and activities is important to manage participant expectations, especially 
in circumstances where people need to make difficult choices about their use of time and 
resources.  
 
 

Balance a realistic understanding of climate change challenges with a sense of 
possibility and empowerment 

 
Community engagement activities often take place in communities which are disengaged 
and lacking in bonding and/or bridging social capital. It is essential that community 
engagement actions avoid the replication of existing power structures in communities, in 
terms of those controlling and using resources and opportunities and who is being 
included and excluded. It is also important to acknowledge and address the constraints on 
engagement in climate change issues presented by socio-economic disadvantage. 
 
The potential impacts of climate change can be overwhelming and the complexity and 
urgency of mitigation and adaptation can be a significant psychological barrier to 
engagement and participation. For this reason moving beyond naming and framing 
problems in ways that reinforce polarised opinions is important to move forward. 
Successful examples of community engagement discussed in the roundtables often used 
positive framing of climate change and emphasised solutions with multiple positive 
benefits linked to community values. There is also a need to balance more positive and 
action oriented approaches with the grave reality of the issue and current lack of clarity of 
the urgency or extent of action required. 
 
Broad scale information campaigns, which are likely to be effective for simple issues with a 
discrete and well understood set of actions, have been heavily utilised in Australia for a 
diverse range of health promotion and social issues. The complexity of climate change, 
and its deep interconnection to so many aspects of our lives, means that effective 
community engagement is likely to require more targeted, local and relationship based 
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approaches which build understanding and the capacity to take on new information as they 
are developed. 
 
The seriousness of the issues and the potential for negative mental health impacts and 
‘burnout’ also mean that approaches which create positive opportunities for effective action 
and engagement are critical to prevent reactions of nihilism, negation or despair.101 The 
importance of social interactions and relationship based delivery of information is therefore 
enhanced.  
 
Helping communities feel part of a bigger picture by creating common goals can motivate 
action. This may be linked to empowering communities to become more politically 
engaged through advocating for structural change in addition to altering their own 
behaviour.  Examples of techniques which support this forward looking and empowering 
community engagement include backcasting, where a desired future scenario is developed 
and changes required from the present are identified. It involves developing ‘future stories’ 
that are locally grounded and use local characters.  Celebrating actions and milestones 
through festivals, exhibitions and social gatherings can help make achievements visible 
and memorable as well as replenishing the energy of those involved and strengthening 
social connections.  
 

                                            
101 Eckersley, R. (21-22 July 2007). Don’t panic - it’s only the apocalypse. The Sydney Morning Herald. Sydney. 
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Case Study2 
‘Tools for Change’ 

 
Terry White has a long history of working with communities to improve sustainability 
outcomes.  Working on the Salt Watch project with remote rural schools he was deeply 
impressed at the level of community participation generated through providing hand held 
water quality monitors and learned about the power of providing easy to use tools directly 
to the community. 
 
Terry developed the Challenge to Change project which engages schools, businesses 
organisations and households in a short term and real time challenge to reduce energy 
use. The model is based around 4 stages: Ready, Set, Go and So? To get Ready, 
participants collect household bills, identify and learn how to read their energy metres. In 
the Set week, participants monitor their energy use three times a day for a week and set 
targets. For the Go week participants try to minimise their energy use through behaviour 
change and for So? they reflect and analyse the results to see the difference made. 
Participants in the program reduced their emissions by between 5-26 per cent.   
 
Now working as the Coordinator of the Western Alliance for Greenhouse Action, Terry is 
applying similar principles to changes the carbon footprint of Hobson’s Bay and 
Melbourne’s western suburbs.  He is planning to use mapping of local emissions sources 
and sinks along with postcode level information about uptake of sustainable technologies 
and behaviours to motivate local action. 

Key learning about community engagement 

Provide the tools and opportunities for people to get involved 
Providing communities with the tools to generate their own local information can be a 
gateway into understanding environmental issues.  

Keep it simple 
Overly complex computer software compromised the results of the two cycles of Choose 
to Change with schools in Castlemaine. Results could have been calculated with pen and 
paper, “and the kids might have learnt more because they would have had to add it up 
themselves”.  
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Maximise community relevance, inclusion and innovation 
 
In the area of climate change, there is considerable variation in community understanding 
and interest.  This, in part, reflects the complexity and uncertainty of the issue and the 
perceived remoteness of its impacts. Unlike water shortage issues, the impacts of high 
energy use are less immediately visible.  A key feature of successful community 
engagement is overcoming difficulties in communicating complex science and future 
climate modelling, especially through the use of relevant local climate change impact 
projections.  As the Birchip Cropping Group case study below demonstrates, there are 
particular challenges in clearly communicating the distinction between short term climate 
variability and longer term climate change.   
 
The use of existing formal and informal social networks and expertise as outlined above is 
a critical component of ensuring that projects are relevant and inclusive. In addition, many 
participants in the roundtables commented that it was essential not to assume a particular 
level of knowledge or understanding within the targeted community and ‘work with where 
people are at’.  This involves deliberately creating welcoming and inclusive actions and 
group dynamics which avoid the perception that ‘this isn’t for us’. 
 
Identified approaches which support relevant and inclusive community engagement 
include: 

• creating practical incentives for action; 
• using simple and appropriate language and providing clear information about what 

makes a difference;  
• focussing on initial actions which are easy and appealing; and 
• combining formal with ongoing informal engagement opportunities. 

 
A particularly under-utilised approach identified through the roundtables and interviews 
was the use of existing and often unrecognised ‘sustainability knowledge’ within 
communities. This knowledge includes cultural skills and positive stories about 
experiences of flexibility and successful adaptation in dealing with uncertainty and 
unpredictability.  

 
“We did a growing harvest festival and lots of people came to that that hadn’t 
been to anything before and we had a sudden burst of membership when we 
were doing the bulk solar, so they come to things that will be their personal 
interest and that might engage them in the bigger issues”. 
 
“We’ve done a lot of things, some successful, some not. My feeling is that 
what interests people engages them, so if we had a meeting…about solar 
PV on the roof…I could see a range of people there, the hall was full, and a 
range of people there and if we had a meeting a week later on 
permaculture…there would be a completely different group there”. 
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“It’s important to have simple explanations, otherwise people get left behind 
and are ashamed to say they don’t understand. You really have to accept 
everyone as they are, at their level”.  

 

Support and draw on respected community leaders 
 
Successful community engagement can be inspired by credible and creative leadership. 
Involving charismatic and committed key players and community leaders can increase 
community participation and successful outcomes. Using a representative and well 
networked community reference group is one method to achieve this involvement as 
demonstrated in the Central Victorian Greenhouse Alliance case study above. Given the 
extent of change required to address climate change, it is important that those attempting 
to engage others in action are simultaneously working to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions resulting from their own actions and decision making.  
 

Invest in skills and capacity building 
 
Providing communities with the tools to identify and monitor issues as well as guidance on 
effective actions can be a critical component of engagement.   
 

“Something I think what would be very useful is a tool kit for climate change 
activists. It seems in a way that we need to develop a climate change literacy 
program that we have in our mind that we can role out in different ways but 
we have a literacy that the whole community needs to understand… 
components of case studies, things that work… 1. home energy auditing 2. 
the 10 most effective actions that you can take…” 

 

Value and draw on existing skills, resources and networks 
 
Strong local analysis and knowledge can minimise duplication of effort and increase the 
effectiveness of community engagement by utilising existing community resources, 
activities and networks. This involves working in partnership with diverse groups and 
organisations including schools, councils, sports clubs, faith groups, businesses and 
community groups.  
 
In particular, successful projects engage communities through pre-existing networks as 
well as bringing together new groups of people based on interest and enthusiasm for 
addressing climate change. Using the existing local expertise, skills and contacts of these 
diverse networks helps ensure that communication and activities are well targeted and 
reflective of community interests and capacity. This also ensures that community members 
who do not identify as having a strong environmental interest are more likely to participate.  
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“One of our other alliances did a terrific project in the north-east where they did 
a project with the local football league, so they had the premiership ladder for 
the football league and they had WIN television as a sponsor so they got very 
good media coverage. Alongside the premiership ladder was the sustainability 
ladder. They got the footy teams to car pool and save water in the shower as 
well. So there was a whole group of people that would never call themselves 
greenies in a pink fit and yet there they were competing for the sustainability 
ladder… that’s the kind of stuff we need because it gets a new audience”.  

 
Failure to successfully engage diverse participants can result in preaching to the converted 
and isolated action. Being surrounded by networks of shared vision and understandings 
limits effective action by failing to engage with diverse perspectives including from sectors 
and groups with opposing opinions. Working with multiple local partners brings a variety of 
strengths and perspectives to both naming problems and framing solutions. Where a 
broad range of local partners and participants are involved in planning and decision 
making they are also more likely to assist in taking action and achieving outcomes.  
 

“How [do] a group of volunteers make that space bigger to engage? ...If you 
are a passionate environmentalist you may not have all those skills that are 
about wide space/place making. It’s a really hard call to put on a community 
group that they should have all these skills”. 

 
The use of existing popular community events such as sporting events, community 
festivals, markets or expos was identified as particularly effective approach for reaching a 
wider community audience as identified in the Maribyrnong City Council and Birchip 
Cropping Group case studies presented below.  
 



 

45 

 
 

Case Study 3: 
Maribyrnong City Council: ‘Getting our own house in order’ 

 
From a position as a ‘laggard’ on environmental issues in the western region of Melbourne, 
Maribyrnong City Council has rapidly adopted a leadership position by: 

• setting a target for carbon neutrality by 2015 (for direct council emissions); 
• developing climate change and peak oil plans; and 
• developing iconic emission reduction projects to engage and inspire the local 

community. 
 
Maribyrnong’s Manager of Sustainability and Environment, Gavin Mountjoy, identifies 
taking a position of leadership with integrity on climate change issues as a critical fist step 
in engaging the local community. Direct community engagement strategies have focussed 
on showcasing local initiatives, communicating climate change information and providing 
tools for change to Maribyrnong’s diverse community. 
 
Maribyrnong City Council has held a number of public energy and water forums, some in 
partnership with Adult Multicultural Education Services (AMES), to engage the local 
community in sustainability issues. Forums are held at popular local venues such as the 
Footscray Market, Footscray Library, Yarraville Farmers Market and local shopping 
centres. As sustainability events have become more established in Maribyrnong, ideas put 
forward by community members for seminars and workshops have been incorporated.  

Key learning about community engagement  

Get your own house in order 
Organisations which have actively taken on the challenge of sustainability themselves are 
likely to have more success in encouraging the community to make similar changes. 

Build on existing community events or use popular venues 
Using existing audiences at these venues or ‘piggy backing’ on local activities, rather than 
creating a separate council run event, has proved a successful engagement strategy. 
Similarly, making incentive programs such as showerhead and light bulb exchanges easy 
to access by locating them at local venues such as libraries has increased uptake of these 
programs. 

Target the message to your audience 
In order to engage CALD communities, Maribyrnong City Council developed multilingual 
communication strategies. One forum involved participants in seven different language 
groups rotating through a series of activities and information stalls accompanied by an 
interpreter. Emphasising cost savings and affordability of changes which reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions has been important in engaging community members living on 
low incomes. 
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Maximise continuity and sustainability of funding and human resources 
 
Given the importance of ongoing relationships and local knowledge to successful 
community engagement, funding and governance models should support continuity of 
resources including people involved in facilitating or coordinating activities. Roundtable 
participants spoke of the frustration of losing project momentum and outcomes due to 
uncertain or short term funding arrangements, time constraints and unrealistic 
assumptions and expectations in relation to resourcing and sustainability. In particular, the 
loss of personal and professional knowledge and networks when workers needed to seek 
alternative employment due to job insecurity was detrimental to project outcomes.   

 
“You do a project and you know the money’s going to run out after a year, no 
one’s going to fund you and you have to scrabble again. I’ve been doing grant 
applications, but you know if I get it, that means that BREAZE doesn’t get it or 
Kyabram, same with the rebates…” 
 
“Funding can be a real issue, you’ve got to jump through this hoop and this 
hoop and this hoop and then get half of what you need”.  
 
“You need less competition, longer term funding… you need to know who to 
speak to, because in Victoria there’s a whole lot of departments involved…” 
 

This points to the need to ensure partnerships and actions are economically sustainable 
and to reform funding processes at all levels of government to improve the effectiveness of 
community engagement approaches. 
 

Encourage reflection, learning and sharing of best practice 
 
Many individuals and groups commented on the importance of activities and events 
designed to capture and share learning about successful and unsuccessful strategies.102  
This included a recognition of the need to invest in experimentation (recognising that not 
all experiments will succeed) as well as strong encouragement for a process of continuous 
learning and social innovation. 
 
The importance of investing in the capacity to rapidly design and conduct evaluation 
studies was strongly emphasised, as was the need to ensure learning is swiftly and 
effectively disseminated. 
 
A wide range of suggestions were provided for ways of promoting shared learning and 
information exchange including: workshops and conferences; train the trainer programs; 
online platforms (including blogs and wikis); ideas festivals; and more formal research and 
evaluation projects. 
                                            
102 See also Rojas Blanco, A. V. (2006). "Local initiatives and adaptation to climate change." Disasters 30(1): 140 - 147. 
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6. Community engagement and climate change with 
specific population groups 

6.1. Engaging vulnerable and ‘hard to reach’ groups 

There is increasing evidence of the potential for climate change and climate change policy 
responses to have a negative impact on low income and vulnerable populations.103 This 
leads to a significant challenge in engaging vulnerable populations in actions designed to 
address climate change given pressures to also meet more urgent individual and 
household needs. There is therefore a particular need to identify ways of reaching and 
working with vulnerable and traditionally ‘hard to reach’ population groups such as young 
people, older people, women, low income groups, people with disabilities, CALD 
communities and Indigenous communities.  
 
Newly-arrived migrants and refugees, for example, are likely to be particularly vulnerable 
due to factors including: 

• language, information and access barriers; 
• financial pressures; 
• lack of information about systems (e.g. how to pay energy bills); 
• lack of knowledge about rights (e.g. in rental properties fear of eviction from 

changing light bulbs); 
• pressure to obtain high energy consumption status symbols (e.g. cars); and 
• lack of trust and understanding about climate change adaptation and mitigation 

(e.g. not taking up Energy Taskforce retrofits although free and money saving). 
 
At the same time it was noted that ‘hard to reach groups’ in relation to climate change may 
also include wealthy, high consumption communities, households and individuals as well 
as citizens and communities who are unconvinced about the reality of climate change or 
are sceptical about the effectiveness of proposed actions and responses.  
 
General principles for engaging specific, ‘hard to reach’ population groups include the 
following: 

• acknowledge and understand ‘where different people are at’ along the spectrum of 
denial, contemplation and action;  

• acknowledge and understand the context and profiles of different communities;  
• devote time, effort, resources to develop trust with diverse communities; 
• use existing networks and trusted sources of information or service provision; 
• train, support and if necessary ‘plant’ multicultural leaders and bicultural workers in 

relevant communities; 
• identify and work with leaders who are well respected, well networked and in good 

positions to impart information; 
• go to places where people feel comfortable; and 
• use celebrations to engage and make messages relevant. 

                                            
103 Fritze, J. and J. Wiseman (2008) 
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6.2. Examples of projects designed to engage specific population 
groups 

6.2.1. Inform 
 
The Cook’s River Project is a storm water education program that has been carried out 
with industry, community and schools but also specifically for people of non-English 
speaking backgrounds (NESB) in the Cook’s River.104 NESB communities were engaged 
through trained bilingual educators and media (ethnic newspapers).  
 
The Phoenix Fridges Project is a collaboration between the Brotherhood of St Laurence, 
Moreland Energy Foundation, TRUenergy, Southern Cross Recycling and AMES which 
retrofits fridges for low-income households.105 Households are educated about energy 
usage and can purchase a retrofitted fridge. These actions combine to reduce financial 
pressures and greenhouse gas emissions.  
 

6.2.2. Consult 
 
The South Australian Government has developed a resource to guide consultation with 
CALD communities.106 It describes methods of integrating consultation into planning and 
implementing programs and policies, methods, logistics and ways to consult communities. 
It also includes ethical and cultural essentials regarding appropriate behaviour.  
 
 

6.2.3. Involve 
 
Low income households are offered a grant to pay for energy efficient heating, lighting, 
hot-water or insulation modifications to their rental or owned property through Warm Front 
UK. 107 Community members apply for the grant and then work with a consultant to identify 
what energy saving modifications would be possible. Appropriate actions are then taken to 
improve the energy efficiency and often the comfort and cost of households. 
 

                                            
104 Department of Environment and Climate Change. (2008, 21st February 2008). "Storm-Water Case Studies." Environmental Issues, 
from www.environment.nsw.gov.au/stormwater/crk/materials/casestudies.htm  
105 Phoenix Fridges Project www.phoenixfridges.com.au  
106 Division of Multicultural Affairs (2001). "Why didn't you tell us?" "Because you didn't ask!": Consulting with culturally and linguistically 
diverse communities, a guide for South Australian Government agencies. Adelaide, Department of Premier and Cabinet.  
107 Warm Front UK www.warmfront.co.uk  
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6.2.4. Collaborate and Empower 
 
Women and drought community engagement officers work with rural women throughout 
five regional districts in Victoria through the Rural Women’s Network.108 This Victorian 
Government initiative supports collaborative work to build networks of knowledge sharing 
and support. It provides opportunities to plan for a future in the context of climate change 
and to build on local strengths and assets. Elements of the engagement include a 
quarterly newsletter and partnerships that have resulted in planning community 
strengthening projects and utilising expertise to apply for funding. This initiative also aims 
to be inclusive of rural women with disabilities. 
 
 
Migrant and refugee communities have been engaged through a CERES project, Om 
Organic mushrooms, that provides certified training, work experience and casual 
employment through growing and selling speciality mushrooms.109 Whilst gaining skills, 
opportunities for interacting and integrating with the wider community also occur. The 
project began with Karen refugees and is now also being run by other migrant 
communities who are producing Swiss brown and shiitake mushrooms for CERES 
(market, café and food coop) and Melbourne Wholesale Market.  
 
 
Future Canvas is an independent not-for-profit organisation working to promote 
sustainable living through artful and innovative community action.110 They have a 
grassroots and empowerment focus, and aim to work collaboratively with community, 
government and corporations. Future canvas engages youth (Gen-Y) through the 
organisers’ personal networks and collaboration with RMIT, musicians, artists and 
designers to imagine and bring about alternative sustainable visions for Melbourne. An 
example of this was working with the Future Melbourne Program designing and acting on 
projects to improve Melbourne.  
 

                                            
108 Rural women, drought and climate change www.ruralwomen.vic.gov.au  
109 Om Organic Mushrooms at CERES www.ceres.org.au  
110 Future Canvas www.futurecanvas.org  
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Case Study 4 

Nha Dep Green Business Program, Environment Victoria 
Engaging CALD communities in sustainability 

 
Environment Victoria (EV) prioritises working with communities who are typically less 
engaged in sustainability. In 2004 EV undertook the successful Nha Dep (“Beautiful 
Home”) project with 50 Vietnamese households in Footscray and Springvale. Building on 
the knowledge and partnerships formed through this project, EV developed the Nha Dep 
Green Business Program to work with Vietnamese small and medium businesses in 
Footscray.  Funded through the Sustainability Fund, the Nha Dep Green Business 
Program used an action research model to design a sustainability audit and behaviour 
change program for small businesses.  
 
EV established relationships with the Vietnamese business community in Footscray 
through partnerships with local organisations including the Footscray Asian Business 
Association (FABA), Vietnamese Community in Australia (Vic Chapter) and the Quang 
Minh Temple as well as direct contact with local businesses. 
 
The initial pilot phase employed Village Green to conduct audits with 12 Vietnamese 
retailers in central Footscray. Difficulties identified with this process were used to simplify 
the program for wider roll out.  In total, 101 small businesses in central Footscray were 
recruited to the Nha Dep Green Business Program. Business owners participated in 
simplified sustainability audits conducted by EV’s Community Liaison Worker and agreed 
to undertake up to 9 of 40 recommended actions which had been identified as the most 
immediately ‘doable’ waste, energy and water use minimisation strategies for small 
business. Depending of the number of actions agreed to, participating businesses received 
a 1, 2 or 3 star Green Business rating, free promotion through local media and retrofitting 
materials.  
 
The project also engaged the wider Vietnamese community including stalls at community 
events, Clean-Up Australia Day and sustainable shopping workshops.  The program was 
promoted through local Vietnamese language and English media including SBS radio, 
Channel 31 and local papers. 
 
On average, businesses undertook 5 of the 9 actions they had committed to including 
reducing plastic bag use, replacing light globes, installing dual flush toilets and reducing 
energy and water use through behaviour changes such as turning off lights. EV has 
calculated that total abatement achieved through the program was equivalent to 269,118 
kWh and 9.45 megalitres of water.  
 

Key learning about community engagement 

Be flexible to learn and adapt the project to participants needs  
Engaging businesses through the initial pilot process proved difficult as local business 
owners associated EV with ‘the government’ and were suspicious of the process and 
unclear on why information needed to be collected. The pilot audit reports were very 
detailed and required a considerable amount of reading in English. By adapting the 
program to the pilot feedback by making the process more relationship based, simpler and 
more relevant, the Nha Dep program was able to successfully engage small businesses. 
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Build connection and trust through language and culture 
The success of the Nha Dep Green Business Program depended on the strong 
relationships developed by EV’s Community Liaison Officer, Kim Thien Truong. Significant 
time and energy was spent building and maintaining relationships with local businesses, 
including taking on additional roles such as acting as a broker with local government.  

Respect the needs and perspective of your target audience 
Small business owners work long hours and have limited time and financial resources. EV 
found that engagement strategies had to be flexible and informal enough to work within 
these constraints.  The Community Liaison Officer visited each business at least four times 
over the course of the project, including offering ongoing support and information following 
completion of the audits. This combination of flexibility and support was critical to the 
programs success.  

 
 

6.3. Engaging older people  

Roundtable discussions and individual interviews, including with COTA employees or 
members, provided insight into a range of strategies for engaging older people in climate 
change action.  
 

“Most older people have a commitment to leaving a better world, are concerned for 
future generations…”  

 
When considering engaging ‘older people’ in climate change action initiatives a wide range 
of population characteristics must be taken into account. Heterogeneity should be 
assumed, not only of age, physical and mental abilities, socioeconomic status and 
background but also of formal education and knowledge, commitment and previous 
experience with environmental issues. Therefore engagement that includes and enables 
participation for a wide range of people is likely to include multiple strategies and have an 
iterative developmental process to respond to needs and changes as they arise.  
 
As with other population groups a range of conversations and materials should be 
available, using clear and concise messages that are simple but not simplistic. Another 
common ‘success factor’ is working through pre-existing networks and local connections. 
Interactive engagement energises and many older people prefer to work face-to-face and 
share in what they know as well as learning. It is important to remember that older people 
are just another part of the community and that engagement strategies should be inclusive 
of older people but not specific to them so that isolation is not accentuated.  
 
The first step in engaging older people is to be clear about purpose and to explicitly value 
and elicit existing knowledge. This approach supports co-learning and can avoid treating 
older people as passive or causing irritation.  It is also important to canvass how people 
are already acting in climate friendly ways and what people are already prepared to do and 
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the barriers they face. Barriers raised during discussion with and about engaging older 
people included the following.  
 

• Cost as many older people are on low-incomes and there is potentially a shorter 
period of return anticipated for investment in alternative energy systems and 
retrofitting. 

• A large proportion of older people come from NESBs and the language they use 
may not easily equate with the current language of their country of origin. 

• Literacy and formal education as especially in older cohorts a larger proportion 
has had little formal education. 

• Physical barriers such as mobility limitations, arthritis or disabilities. It will also be 
important to address the constraints faced by services such as Home and 
Community Care which are bound by occupational health and safety rules against 
changing light globes etc.  

• Lack of public transport infrastructure and its cost as well as difficulties getting 
around the community instead of to main centres. 

 
 

Case Study 5: 
Seniors sign-up to save the planet111 

In the Westernport region older people are being engaged by EV in a sustainable living 
program partnering with local government, seniors clubs and the YMCA.  This partnership 
is working to “identify their environmental needs and develop engaging programs to help 
them adopt energy and water saving practices”. It has been found that seniors are keen to 
adopt climate friendly life changes when given the opportunity.  

EV has noted the barriers of cost, mobility and long-term housing uncertainty and in 
collaboration with their project partners is working within these constraints. Their aims are 
to make changes to households that will save water and energy whilst reducing financial 
burdens associated with power bills. Home audits will be taught through small group 
workshops and it is hoped that skills acquired and information learnt will be passed 
through family and friendship networks.  
 
 

6.4. Working with communities effected by drought 

Drought has been formally considered part of the Australian climate since the 1990s and 
the decreasing rainfall has been partly attributed to greenhouse gas emissions.112 There is 
increasing evidence that more frequent and severe droughts will be an ongoing 
phenomenon due to climate change. For many years communities in Victoria have felt the 
impact of drought on their social, financial, emotional and physical wellbeing. Shifting focus 
to engage drought affected communities in climate change education, planning and action 
creates a unique set of challenges.   
 

                                            
111 Environment Victoria, Regional Sustainable Living Project up and running www.envict.org.au/inform.php?item=1465 
112 Hennessy, K., R. Fawcett, et al. (2008). An assessment of the impact of climate change on the nature and frequency of exceptional 
climatic events. Canberra, Commonwealth of Australia. 
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There are a number of key differences between the challenges of drought and climate 
change.  When thinking about climate change rather than drought there is the replacement 
of a challenge which will end at some point (i.e. when the drought breaks) with a longer 
term, more pervasive and apparently uncontrollable set of challenges.  As one 
experienced rural community worker noted drought affected communities “believe that the 
drought will break because it is too scary to think that it will not”.   
 
The emotional and psychological effects of drought are well recognised. When engaging 
these communities in climate change adaptation and mitigation it has been suggested they 
are “hurting too much to engage”. Farming communities are shaped by and tend to reflect 
a culture of giving rather than receiving or asking for help as well as by annual cycles of 
“hope, waiting, disappointment”.  In the context of climate change these ‘hope cycles’ are 
likely to be reduced, leading to a potential loss of energy and motivation. In some cases 
this also means that there should be recognition of the need for a grieving process as 
understanding develops of the extent and duration of the environmental and social 
changes underway. 
 
Care therefore needs to be taken before raising additional expectations about the capacity 
of drought affected communities with exhausted resources to be targeted for additional 
climate adaptation and mitigation effort. On the other hand, roundtable participants also 
noted that communities where drought has been present for many years appear be more 
willing to engage in climate change action than those more recently affected.  
 
Engaging drought affected communities in climate change education, planning and action 
creates a unique set of challenges and requires messages and strategies tailored to their 
particular economic, social and psychological realities. Climate change strategies need to 
be designed to support hope whilst farming futures are planned and re-imagined in the 
context of climate change. 
 
From a public policy perspective is it critical to ensure that shifting the focus to climate 
change is not seen or used as an excuse or tool to simply remove support from drought 
affected areas. It will be beneficial to support research into how the climate change 
message is communicated to drought affected communities to ensure that they are not put 
at further risk financially or psychologically. The importance of climate change should be 
addressed without exhausting all coping resources by backing up information with plans 
for action and adaptation. Advice and support to enable transitional agricultural strategies 
will be particularly important. 
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Case Study 5 
Birchip Cropping Group  

Communicating Climate Change in Rural Communities 
 
Birchip Cropping Group (BCG) is a farmer-driven organisation focused on improving the 
viability of farming communities in the Wimmera and Mallee regions. Over 2005- 2008, the 
BCG led the Communicating Climate Change project which aimed to increase 
understanding of regional climate change impacts in agricultural communities to build 
capacity to adapt at the farm level. The project was funded by the Department of 
Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry and has been piloted in three agricultural areas in 
Victoria, South Australia and Western Australia. This case study focuses on the Victorian 
pilot, undertaken in the Mallee-Wimmera region. 
 
The Communicating Climate Change project is based on a strong partnership between 
federal and state bodies and local farming groups. Project partners in Victoria included: the 
Bureau of Meteorology, Land and Water Australia (Managing Climate Variability program) 
and Meat and Livestock Australia.  
 
The Mallee-Wimmera Communicating Climate Change program involved three stages: 

1. Collation of current regional level information about climate change impacts and 
development of relevant communication materials.  

2. Delivery of a Masters of Climate course that involved 28 participants who worked 
with local farmers including Catchment Management Authority staff, grower group 
staff, leading growers, agronomists, farm business advisors, Landcare coordinators 
and representatives from state government department such as the Department of 
Primary Industries. 

3. Expert presenters and participants from the Masters of Climate course co-
presented climate change information to the local farming community at a Farmer 
Forum held as part of a local event, the 2008 Grains Research Expo, to an 
audience of around 600. 

 
Initial feedback from the project shows very positive outcomes. Participants in the Masters 
of Climate course reported new knowledge and reinforcement of existing knowledge as 
well as a shift in attitude to a more positive perspective and feeling like they had the 
capacity to mitigate and adapt to climate change. Similar positive feedback came out of 
the Farmer Forum – in general, the community wanted more information. Scientists 
involved in the project have new knowledge about how their information can be used at the 
regional level. 
 
This pilot has generated significant interest and there are now plans to adapt it to other 
sectors and communities in Victoria. The BCG is working to ensure that program 
participants can remain engaged in the project and continue being a resource to each 
other. 
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Key learning about community engagement 

Relevant and empowering information about climate change is important for rural 
communities 
The shifting focus in government policy and the media from managing drought to dealing 
with climate change can “remove people’s hope – and that is debilitating”. Feedback from 
the Masters of Climate course indicated that relevant and well communicated local and 
regional information about climate change prediction and possible actions can be a 
“panacea to feeling that there is no way out”. 

Build in evaluation and communication strategies from the beginning 
BCG employed communications and evaluation consultants from the beginning of the 
Community Climate Change project. This ensured effective communication of often quite 
technical information and will allow for high quality evaluation to support future directions 
of the program.  

Use local networks and actively engage key participants  
To successfully identify community leaders and ‘gatekeepers’ requires a deep 
understanding of the local social and political environment.  Well established local groups 
such as the BCG have local credibility which, in the case of Communicating Climate 
Change, was combined with the authority of national experts and recognised local 
consultants.  Promotion of the program through existing local networks ensured that 
information was not “targeted into the air”.  The Communicating Climate Change project 
successfully used the local knowledge of the BCG to identify key people in local networks 
such as agricultural consultants, local farming leaders. Training these local leaders 
ensures that they can act as information resources for the community, passing on 
information and discussing issues with the people they interact with every day. By 
targeting the project through local networks, participants and the understanding they have 
gained remain in the community as opposed to an employed project officer or an outside 
organisation that may move on or prioritise other issues. 

Partnership has transaction costs  
Along with the benefits of partnership, there are always transaction costs associated with 
partnerships and collaboration – including a lot of work negotiating, clarifying and 
understanding others points of view. This is rarely adequately accounted for in project 
funding.  

Information based projects need the capacity to continue 
Projects which aim to increase information and understanding need the capacity to 
continue building on this newly acquired knowledge. Once a community has been 
‘empowered’ with new information, walking away and expecting changes to continue is 
ineffective. People require ongoing support of different types at different stages of their 
journey.   

“You can’t just do the same thing again – you’ve been a catalyst for change in 
that community and the community is at a new level of knowledge, 
understanding and action. There has been a step change if you have been 
successful – if people are going to continue to adapt and respond you need to 
support them in the new playing field”. 
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7. Community Engagement and Climate Change: Key 
Principles and Priorities 
 
The following principles and priorities for action, informed by the research literature, 
roundtables, case studies and interviews discussed in this report are suggested as useful 
starting points for developing a more integrated and strategic approach to community 
engagement and climate change in Victoria. 
 
 

Overall principles 
 

• Reducing the risks of dangerous climate change will require well informed, rapid, 
co-ordinated and decisive action at global, national, regional, local and household 
levels.  

 
• A democratic and equitable approach to the prevention of dangerous climate 

change involves climate mitigation and adaptation actions which maximise 
opportunities for informed discussion and action and which minimise impacts on 
disadvantaged individuals, households and communities. 

 
• Community engagement is a key element in a democratic, equitable, innovative 

and effective response to climate change both as a mechanism for maximising the 
diversity of voices and ideas informing policies and strategies and as a basis for 
achieving deep, broad and sustainable changes in the actions and behaviours of 
communities, industries, households and individuals. 

 
• Effectively engaging citizens and communities in actions to prevent dangerous 

climate change requires informed understanding of the urgency and extent of 
action required at all levels; overcoming a sense of hopelessness and 
powerlessness and strengthening understanding of the potential and capacity for 
collective action. 

 
 

Priorities 
 

Establish government policy frameworks and settings which promote and 
support community engagement 

Understand the importance of action at appropriate scope and scale 
 

 
8. Deliver a strong and clear government message that climate change is a vital and 

urgent ‘whole of government’ and ‘whole of community’ priority.  
 

9. Establish and support ‘climate friendly’ filters for all government policy and resource 
allocation decisions.  

 
10. Establish legislative and administrative frameworks for climate change policy 

development and implementation which encourage and reward community 
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engagement as central to equitable, democratic and innovative climate change 
mitigation and adaptation strategies. 

 
11. Explore options for developing and implementing legislation and administrative 

reforms that encourage and enable deliberative decision making and policy making 
on climate change at national, state, regional and local levels. 

 
12. Improve co-ordination and communication within and across local, state and 

commonwealth government departments. Create and support cross-disciplinary 
climate change innovation teams, building on existing collaborative structures (e.g. 
Council of Australian Governments (COAG), Regional Management Forums, 
Primary Care Partnerships, Catchment Management Authorities). 
 

13. Encourage use of community engagement principles and strategies to inform 
understanding and improve climate change related outcomes in: 
• environmental policy (e.g. biodiversity; water; energy; food security; bushfire 

prevention; metropolitan, rural and regional and coastal strategies);  
• economic policy (e.g. economic development and industry policy; structural 

adjustment; agriculture; human capital and labour market programs); and 
• social policy (e.g. social inclusion; community resilience; health promotion and 

health inequalities; housing). 
 

 
Respect and promote local knowledge and ownership 
Build relationships based on mutual trust and respect 

 
14. Design and tailor community engagement climate change strategies which 

recognise and respect the diversity of local concerns, knowledge, contexts and 
priorities and of diverse socio-economic, gender, cultural and life cycle backgrounds 
and perspectives.  

 
12. Support development and growth of local community climate change organisations, 

networks and capacities including through:  
• climate change/climate care grants, for both innovation initiatives and longer 

term infrastructure development and capacity building;  
• climate change community engagement officers/brokers in local governments 

and community organisations; and  
• practical, ongoing support to local climate change groups and organisations (eg. 

accommodation, IT infrastructure, administrative support). 
 
 

Communicate accessible, reliable information about climate change trends, 
impacts and actions 

 
13.  Develop and implement integrated and tailored strategies to build climate change 

‘literacy’, appropriately tailored for diverse localities, populations and interest 
groups. 

 
14.  Collect and communicate up to date, reliable information about local and regional 

climate change trends, risks and impacts of action. This should include data needed 
to understand and track trends, risks and impacts at neighbourhood and household 
levels.  
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18. Collect, evaluate and communicate information about innovative and effective 

climate change mitigation and adaptation strategies. 
 

19. Develop and implement strategies for communicating information about climate 
change trends, impacts and actions to diverse audiences (e.g. through public 
forums, mini summits, handbooks, tool kits, web sites, wikipedia, information in 
multiple languages etc.) 

 
20. Establish a Victorian community climate change web site as a central information 

point and as a portal for a variety of online community engagement tools (e.g. web 
casting, wiki, blogs, you tube videos, etc). 

 
 

Balance a realistic understanding of climate change challenges with a sense of 
possibility and empowerment 

 
18.    Develop and support a range of creative strategies which enable communities to 

visualise and imagine positive, climate friendly and resilient future neighbourhoods, 
communities and cities. 

 
 

Maximise community relevance, inclusion and innovation 
Support and draw on locally respected leadership 

 
22. Develop and support a range of climate change action groups organised around 

neighbourhoods, schools, workplaces, sporting clubs, cultural organisations, health 
centres, neighbourhood houses etc. 
 

23. Support development and implementation of equitable, energy and water efficient 
retrofitting of houses and buildings, supported by strong emphasis on engaging and 
involving local communities, organisations and industries. Support establishment of 
retrofitting social and community enterprises.  Provide resources and expertise to 
enable retrofitting of low income and disadvantaged households. 

 
24. Identify and support practical options and opportunities for individuals, households, 

community organisations and businesses to take effective climate mitigation and 
adaptation actions.  Recognise that people are most likely to change behaviours 
and actions if pathways to effective action are clear, simple and supported by 
appropriate incentives and resources. 

 
22.  Develop and support networks of well informed, skilled community climate change 

resource people and community leaders. 
 
 

Value and draw on existing skills, resources, activities and networks 
Invest in skills and capacity building 

 
24. Encourage participation and engagement from diverse individuals, households and 

organisations, consciously aiming to move beyond ‘usual suspects’ and ‘preaching 
to the converted’. 
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24. Develop and support integrated and tailored systems to support skill development 
and capacity building among people working on climate change issues (e.g. 
resource manuals and tool kits, education workshops,’ train the trainer’ programs 
etc.). 

 
 

Maximise continuity and sustainability of funding and human resources 
 
25. Maximise continuity in funding and staffing for climate change community 

organisations and support groups. Maximise intergroup co-operation rather than 
competition.   

 
26. Foster flexibility in design and delivery of community engagement projects to 

maximise social innovation and adaptation to local contexts. 
 
27. Streamline evaluation requirements to free up time for action.  Encourage 

evaluation focussing on outcomes rather than outputs.  
 

Encourage reflection, learning and sharing of best practice 
 
28. Showcase, share and reward climate change community engagement innovations 

and successes through prizes, web sites, publications, television programs, forums 
and festivals. 

 
29. Maximise opportunities for rapid feedback loops and continuous learning about 

effective – and less effective strategies.  Encourage and support rapid and rigorous 
evaluation of diverse climate mitigation and adaptation strategies.  
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9. Resources and Links: Community Engagement and 
Climate Change 
 
International examples 
 
Alliance for Sustainable Communities Annapolis, U.S.A 
www.sustainable.org/casestudies/SIA_PDFs/SIA_maryland.pdf 
 
Building sustainable cities 
www.iclei.org/index.php?id=801  
 
The Change Agency 
www.thechangeagency.org/01_cms/details.asp?ID=35  
 
Christians for simple living  
www.christian-ecology.org.uk 
 
Cities for Climate Protection campaign 
www.iclei.org/index.php?id=800  
 
Climate Change Public Education (NZ) 
www.4million.org.nz/climatechange/index.php 
 
Cool cities US 
http://coolcities.us 
 
Cultiva! Boulder,U.S.A. 
www.growinggardens.org/english/programs/ youth/cultiva/index.html 
 
EcoAction (Canada) 
www.ecoaction.gc.ca/index-eng.cfm  
 
Evergreen Toronto, Canada 
www.evergreen.ca/en/lg/lg-projects2.html 
 
Faith-based environmental action (eco-Christianity) 
www.ibreathe.org.uk  
 
The Georgia Basin Futures Project Vancouver, Canada  
www.basinfutures.net 
 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
www.ipcc.ch/ipccreports/ar4-syr.htm  
 
International Conference on Engaging Communities 
www.engagingcommunities2005.org/ab-theme-2.html 
 
Mobilization in a Cairo Neighbourhood, Egypt  
www.merip.org/mer/mer202/tewfik.html 
 



 

66 

Sustainable Northwest Portland, U.S.A.  
www.sustainablenorthwest.org 
 
United States Environmental Protection Agency: Climate Change (US) 
http://epa.gov/climatechange/index.html  
 
Woking Borough Council  
www.takingstock.org/Downloads/Case_Study_2-Woking.pdf 
 
World Changing 
http://worldchanging.com/ 
 
World Neighbours Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, United States  
www.wn.org 

 

Australian and Victorian examples 
 
Ararat Council 
www.environment.gov.au/settlements/local/ccp/ararat.html 
 
Australian city farms and community gardens network  
www.communitygardens.org.au 
 
Australian Conservation Foundation 
www.acfonline.org.au  
 
The Australian Government has the Department of Climate Change  
www.climatechange.gov.au 
 
The Australia Institute 
www.tai.org.au 
 
Australian Youth Climate Coalition 
www.youthclimatecondition.org 
 
Birchip Cropping Group  
www.bcg.org.au/ 
 
BREAZE (Ballarat Renewable Energy and Zero Emissions Inc.) 
www.breaze.org.au/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=25&Itemid=44 
 
Brotherhood of St Laurence 
www.bsl.org.au 
 
Busselton Water’s Community Engagement Program  
www.busseltonwater.wa.gov.au/Customers/CommunityEngagementProgram.aspx 
 
Camp for Climate Action Australia 
www.climatecamp.org.au/ 
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Centre for Education Research and Environment Strategies  
www.ceres.org.au  
 
Centre for Sustainable Leadership 
www.csl.org.au/ 
 
Citizens Climate Campaign 
www.climatecampaign.info/index.html 
 
City West Water  
www.citywestwater.com.au/about/community.htm 
 
Climate Action Network Australia 
www.cana.net.au/  
 
Climate Emergency Network 
www.climateemergencynetwork.org/ 
 
The Climate Institute 
www.climateinstitute.org.au/ 
 
Climate Movement 
www.climatemovement.org.au/ 
 
Cool Communities- cool solutions to global warming 
www.regional.org.au/au/soc/2002/4/denlay.htm 
 
Environment Protection Authority, Victoria  
www.epa.vic.gov.au 
 
Environment Victoria  
www.envict.org.au 
 
Friends of the Earth: Climate Justice section  
www.foe.org.au 
 
Get up 
www.getup.org.au 
 
Landcare Australia  
www.landcareonline.com 
 
Local government 
www.lga.sa.gov.au/site/page.cfm?u=1544    
 
Maribyrnong City Council  
www.maribyrnong.vic.gov.au/Page/page.asp?Page_Id=3107&h=0 
 
 
Melbourne City Council 
www.melbourne.vic.gov.au 
 



 

68 

Melbourne Water 
www.melbournewater.com.au/content/rivers_and_creeks/our_programs_and_projects/com
munity_engagement_programs.asp?bhcp=1 
 
Moreland Energy Foundation 
www.melf.com.au 
 
Mornington Peninsula Shire  
www.mornpen.vic.gov.au/Page/Page.asp?Page_Id=713 
 
Mount Alexander Sustainability Group 
www.masg.org.au  
 
Municipal Association of Victoria 
www.mav.asn.au 
 
Northern Alliance for Greenhouse Action  
www.mefl.com.au/naga/ 
 
North East Greenhouse Alliance 
www.negha.com.au 
 
North Yarra Community Health:  
www.nych.org.au 
 
Permablitz  
www.permablitz.net 
 
RMIT in community engaged research  
www.rmit.edu.au/browse;ID=2bize8hv2aqa1 
 
South Australian Government 
www.climatechange.sa.gov.au/strategy/strategy.htm  
 
South Australian Government: Sustainable living choices 
www.sustainableliving.sa.gov.au/  
 
Sustainable Living Foundation:  
www.slf.org.au 
 
Transport connections  
www.dvc.vic.gov.au/transport 
 
Victorian Women’s Trust 
www.vwt.org.au 
 
Vox Bandicoot  
www.voxbandicoot.com.au.   
 
Western Port Greenhouse Alliance 
www.wpga.org.au/  
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Appendix A: Community Climate Action Group Survey 
Wiseman, D. Community Climate Action Group Survey, Draft Report, Western Region Alliance for 
Greenhouse Action, October 2008. 
 
1. Purpose: The purpose of the survey was to gather information and ideas from existing 
community based climate action groups regarding strategies for community engagement, 
managing bulk buying schemes for solar photovoltaic panels and solar hot water systems 
and enabling the broader uptake of other energy and water saving retrofit initiatives.  The 
intention is to use the information from these surveys, along with externally sourced data, 
to produce a practical and motivational booklet on setting up a community based climate 
action group.   
 
2. Method: Informal interviews were conducted with representatives of a number of 
prominent community based climate action groups throughout Victoria. They were 
conducted either in person or by telephone between 01/09/08 and 19/09/08.  
 
3. Organisations 
 
Organisation Locals into Victoria’s Environment (LIVE) 

Web: http://www.live.org.au/  

Email: deb_hart@bigpond.com 

Contact Name: Deborah Hart, Coordinator 

Primary Focus: Government and industry lobbying, community education 

Member Numbers: 250 households 
Area covered: City of Port Phillip 

Working Groups/ 
Projects:  

Bulk Buying 
Schemes:  

Suppliers Used:  
 
 
Organisation Hepburn Renewable Energy Association 

Web: http://www.hrea.org.au/ 
Email:   info@hrea.org.au 

Contact Name: Jane Knight, President 

Primary Focus: Development of Australia’s first community owned wind farm, 
cultivating sustainable community 

Member Numbers: 400+ 

Area covered: Hepburn 

Working Groups/ 
Projects:  

Bulk Buying Bulk Buying Schemes: Solar PV Program, Solar Hot Water 
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Schemes: Initiative  

Suppliers Used: Directly coordinated through BREAZE 
 
 
Organisation Castlemaine 500 
Web: http://www.myhomemyplanet.org.au/castlemaine/index.html  

Email:   geoff@tangentconsulting.com.au 

Contact Name: Geoff Brown (Castlemaine 500 Project Team) 

Primary Focus: 

Pilot program funded by the Department of Sustainability and 
Environment and managed by the Central Victorian Greenhouse 
Alliance,  
* Deliver a behavioural change pilot project to at least 500 
residential households in the Castlemaine area using best 
practice strategies for reducing energy use in the home. Aim is to: 
* Achieve a reduction in energy use and greenhouse gas 
emissions of between 15% and 30% in participating households 
* Raise community awareness of the relationship between energy 
use and climate change 
* Build partnerships with the local community 

Member Numbers: 350+ households 

Area covered: Castlemaine 

Working Groups/ 
Projects: Energy Smart Workshops, Home Energy Assessments 

Bulk Buying 
Schemes:  

Suppliers Used:  
 
 

Organisation Ballarat Renewable Energy and Zero Emissions Inc. 
(BREAZE) 

Web: http://www.breaze.org.au/ 

Email:   nick@breaze.org.au 
Contact Name: Nick Lanyon (President)  

Primary Focus: A broad scope of actions geared towards local and community 
based solutions to climate change 

Member Numbers: 1000+ 

Area covered: Ballarat and surrounding area 

Working Groups/ 
Projects: 

Local Food Groups, Retro-Renewables, Solar Hot Water    
Initiative, Engaging Government, Community Engagement, 
Sustainable Homes 

Bulk Buying 
Schemes: 3 generations of Solar PV Programs, Solar Hot Water Initiative 

Suppliers Used: SunTech, AAE Solar Hot Water 
 
Organisation Bendigo Sustainability Group 
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Web: http://www.bendigosustainability.org.au/ 

Email:    
Contact Name: Karen Corr (President) 

Primary Focus: 

To create a supportive platform of understanding, inspiration, 
action and hope from which the wider Bendigo Community can 
grow a sustainable future together. 
Be a catalyst for sustainability action by bringing together the 
community and linking with and building on efforts of existing 
environmental groups. 
To assist community members in undertaking bold new 
sustainability initiatives. 
Be a conduit for linking and networking through information 
exchange (eg newsletter, web) and gatherings (eg forums, 
workshops, celebrations). 

Member Numbers: 150+ 

Area covered: Bendigo 

Working Groups/ 
Projects: 

Sustainable Living, Sustainability Education, Sustainable Food, 
Sustainable Policy, Carbon Capturing and Offsetting, Solar 
Power, Bulk Buying Solar Hot Water  

Bulk Buying 
Schemes: Solar PV Program, Solar Hot Water Initiative  

Suppliers Used: Joined with Strathfieldsaye Solar Rooftops Project who have 
sourced from Energy Matters 

 
4. Results 
 
Background and Community Engagement 
 
Each of the different Community Action Groups (CAGs) has employed a range of 
strategies in engaging the local community.  This has been necessary to garner enough 
support to get the groups up and running as well as to maintain impetus and promote 
increasing community participation and ownership.  Primarily strategies have involved both 
education and awareness raising as well as facilitating the means for individuals or 
households to take independent and collaborative actions.  In comparing and contrasting 
the approaches of the different CAGs a number of trends are evident. 
 

• Locals into Victoria’s Environment (LIVE) 
LIVE is an organisation that is primarily driven by one concerned, motivated and 
active individual, the coordinator Deborah Hart.  To get the group up and running 
in 2006 Deborah contacted Mark Wakeham (Greenpeace, Environment Victoria) to 
give a presentation on climate change at the local primary school where her 
children attend.  Initially she placed an advertisement in the school newsletter and 
spread the information amongst her friends.  Over fifty parents turned up to the 
presentation.  Following the presentation Deborah asked anyone who was 
interested in being a member of a local group put down their email addresses and 
phone numbers. 
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In the following weeks she sent out emails to this database and arranged a 
meeting. The group now meets bi-monthly in an informal setting and has continued 
to grow slowly.  Primarily developed through the primary school community 
networks with stalls at the school’s fete and by word of mouth the group now has 
over 250 signed up members.  This has all been done without any direct media 
involvement. 
 
LIVE do not charge a membership fee.  Deborah suggested that this was due to 
the complications associated with becoming an incorporated organisation and the 
government regulations and closer accountability that this would entail. 

 

• The Hepburn Renewable Energy Association (HREA) 
The Hepburn Renewable Energy Association (HREA) was established in 2005 
with the intention to build Australia’s first community owned wind farm.  The 
association was started by a small group of local residents, who with the support of 
over 400 members and a partnership with Future Energy, were able to gain 
planning permission for a small community wind park in 2007.  
 
In setting up the group originally a small number of interested community members 
came up with a scheme to build a small-scale community owned wind park in the 
Hepburn area.   
 
The first stages of the process of involved canvassing community opinions about 
the concept.  A public meeting was held and street stalls were run and both 
opponents and supporters were invited to contribute to the debate. The response 
from the community was overwhelmingly positive, and the association grew quickly 
as people joined to demonstrate their support. 
 
Throughout the process the local media was directly engaged and ran a number of 
feature pieces on the project.  This served as an effective means of raising 
community awareness about the project. 
 
Following the handover for the development of the wind park to Hepburn Wind, 
HREA has gone through a period of reflection and reformation, redefining its goals, 
beyond the boundaries of the wind park project. 
 
Currently a new website is being created and the community support base remains 
steady. 
 
*information from the groups website has in some cases been used to supplement 
the information from the interview.  
See http://www.hrea.org.au/ 

 

• Castlemaine 500 
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The Castlemaine 500 experience represents a slightly different case.  Set up as a 
pilot program funded by the Department of Sustainability and Environment and 
managed by the Central Victorian Greenhouse Alliance it is not a local community 
developed group in the same way that the others are.  While it is now owned and 
run by a local community network this was not initially the case as an individual on 
a salary coordinated the program. 
 
Due to the high profile of the organisations involved the Castlemaine 500 program 
initially received a high level of media attention both locally and outside the region.  
Geoff noted however that this did not correlate directly to winning support from the 
community as the oversaturation of the issue started to alienate some members of 
the community. 
 
In order to engage the community Geoff staged a diverse range of community 
events where participants interacted and learned from each other about ways of 
tackling climate change in the home.  This included: 

• Energy Smart Workshops involving 180 households 

• Home Energy Assessments involving 100 households 

• Online Workshops involving 33 households 

• Community Lead workshops involving 29 households 

• Community Conference involving 92 households 
 
In doing so Geoff developed and provided a number of resources including a 
Home Energy Assessment Plan (HEAP), a Home Energy Action Plan (HEAP), 
detailed plans on how to run workshops about household climate action and a set 
of slides to go with them, all of which are available online at: 
http://www.myhomemyplanet.org.au/tools.html.  
 
In assessing the efficacy of the projects community engagement Geoff 
emphasised the importance of engaging influential people within the community as 
well as the importance of promoting local ownership.  He also highlighted the 
power of providing resonating stories, narratives and pictures and the need for 
‘solutions’ rather than ‘problems’ focused language.  
 
*Information from the groups website has in some cases been used to supplement 
the information from the interview.  
See http://www.myhomemyplanet.org.au/index.html  

 

• Ballarat Renewable Energy and Zero Emissions Inc. (BREAZE) 
Ballarat Renewable Energy and Zero Emissions Inc. (BREAZE) was officially 
formed during a public forum in December 2006 when 40 people signed up to 
become members. It is now by far the biggest, most organised and best-
established community climate action group in Victoria. 
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Prior to the interview they provided a fact sheet they had put together entitled ‘The 
Success of BREAZE’.  It offers an excellent overview of the strategies employed 
by a very successful community based climate action group and is attached here 
in full.   
 
In particular the fact sheet highlights the importance of having a core group of 
dedicated and motivated individuals, projecting an organised and professional 
image, dividing members into specific action groups, engaging with the local 
media, running well planned community events, organising good deals for 
members and having a catchy name. 
 
In the interview with Sarah Hill she particularly emphasised the success of the 
development of specific action groups.  These have evolved out of people’s 
specific interests and allow individuals to take ownership of a focused project or 
set of projects.   
 
In regards to effective community involvement Sarah also recommended the 
Sustainability Street approach, an initiative that has been effective in drawing local 
communities together to improve their energy efficiency. See 
http://sustainabilitystreet.org.au/.   
 
It is also important to note that BREAZE charges a membership fee for those 
wishing to join.  For an individual it is $20, for a family it is $30 and for an 
organisation it is $60. 
 

• Bendigo Sustainability Group  
The Bendigo Sustainability Group developed out of a pre-existing group in the 
Bendigo region called the Fairwater Group in mid 2007.  Members of the Fairwater 
Group were becoming increasingly concerned about the issues of climate change 
and decided to broaden their focus to encompass energy related issues. 
 
In order to engage broader public interest they initially organised a seminar about 
energy efficiency.  They advertised through the local media and spread the 
information by word of mouth.  It was conducted in a local hall and from this 
seminar 15 people put their names down to be part of a follow up committee.  Four 
of the committee members then drafted a document stating the aims and policies 
of the group.  A Yahoo group was also created to keep members up to date and to 
receive feedback on the aims and policies document. 
 
Once they had decided on a name, they set up a launch.  Again this was 
advertised through the local media and spread by word of mouth. Over 125 people 
attended the launch which was on a Sunday afternoon.  It went for 2 hours.  The 
first hour consisted of presentations given by Nick Lanyon from BREAZE, a 
representative from the Strathfieldsaye & Districts Community Enterprise’s 
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sustainable Energy committee and the outlining of the aims and purposes of the 
group. 
 
In the second hour sheets of butchers paper were provided and people divided 
into working groups around specific themes depending n their particular interests.  
Amongst other things this included sustainable foods, solar power and 
sustainability policy.  This was used as a brainstorming session and formed the 
basis for the creation of specific action groups.  Similarly to BREAZE this has been 
viewed as being a very successful approach as it gives people the chance to take 
direct ownership of focused actions.   
 
There are now over 130 active members and 9 separate working groups.  There 
are general meetings every two months however separate working groups meet in 
between these times. The local council have also been closely involved throughout 
aided by the fact that one member of the committee also works for the council.  
The local radio station has also been utilised to raise people’s awareness. 
 
Similarly to BREAZE there is a charge for membership which is $20 for individuals, 
$40 for families and $60 for an organisation.  This goes towards maintaining the 
website, the post-box and other costs incurred by the organisation. 
 
In regards to the running of the organisation, Karen also highlighted the need to 
designate clear roles and responsibilities to individuals and recommended the 
writing up of checklists in order to ensure that meetings and events ran as 
smoothly as possible. 

 
Key Actions 

In organising and carrying out strategies to address climate change and greenhouse gas 
emissions in their local communities each of the organisations surveyed places a different 
emphasis on the sorts of actions that they pursue. 
 
 

• LIVE 
Since their inauguration LIVE have primarily been focused with community 
education and government and business lobbying.  They write submissions to 
government and local council advocating for urgent responses to climate change 
and coordinate other forms of community action.  
 
In Early 2008 they coordinated a large mother’s day climate change rally at 
Federation Square and in September they helped organise the Climate Criminals 
Tour in Melbourne. 
 
Members are also provided with information on how to be more energy efficient 
but the primary emphasis is on pressuring governments and business’ to 
undertake more comprehensive reforms. 
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In 2007 a solar bulk buying scheme was started by one of the members however 
when the government introduced the income capping for the rebate this fell 
through as the majority of the households participating exceeded the income limit 
and pulled out for this reason. 
 
Other actions of this sort have also been coordinated by a nearby affiliated group 
called the Bayside Climate Change Action Group. 

 

• The Hepburn Renewable Energy Association (HREA) 
To date the primary function of the Hepburn Renewable Energy Association has 
been to coordinate and manage the development of a community owned 
windfarm. 
 
Now that this has been taken over by the Hepburn Wind Cooperative the HREA 
are seeking to set up a number of action groups.  These will include ‘Sustainable 
food’, ‘Sustainable Energy’ and ‘Sustainable water use’ as well a number of other 
initiatives.   
 
To provide one example, the Sustainable food group are looking at planting fruit 
and nut trees in the nature strips to provide easily accessible locally sourced food 
for the community.  

 

• Castlemaine 500 
Primarily the actions undertaken by Castlemaine 500 have centred on encouraging 
changing behavioural patterns of members of the community in regards to energy 
and water use.   
 
This has been done by conducting workshops on energy efficiency targeted at 
what individual households can do to conserve energy.  This centred on providing 
the resources for individuals to assess their own household energy use and 
providing concrete information on the actions they could take at home to reduce 
their impact. See http://www.myhomemyplanet.org.au/action.html  
In order to spread the information more broadly Castlemaine 500 has also trained 
a network of “community peers” who have assisted with recruitment, run energy-
smart workshops, undertaken home energy assessments & been involved in a 
Story Based evaluation process. 
 
 
 

• Ballarat Renewable Energy and Zero Emissions Inc. (BREAZE) 
As the largest community based climate action group in Victoria BREAZE have 
undertaken a wide ranging collection of actions.  Divided into what are called 
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‘compaction groups’ BREAZE have five core areas of action; ‘community 
engagement’, ‘engaging government’, ‘local food production’, ‘renewable energy’ 
and ‘sustainable homes’ 
 
Examples of ‘community engagement’ projects: coordinating the Ballarat Regional 
Forum on Climate Change attended by nearly 500 people; development of the 
BREAZE website and the promotion of BREAZE events; interaction with the public 
through BREAZE displays at the Ballarat farmers’ markets; a regular column on 
climate change in the Ballarat Courier titled Earth Matters; and partnering with 
ACF to present Greenhome workshops on energy efficiency, water, waste and 
sustainable home issues.  
 
Examples of ‘Engaging government’ projects: Encouraged BREAZE members to 
submit comments on the City of Ballarat’s LiveSmart Sustainability Policies 
(Energy, Waste and Water) – with a huge response; written a submission to the 
City of Ballarat’s Council Plan 2007 – 2012 and presented to Council; successfully 
sought sponsorship from CoB and Department of Sustainability and Environment 
for a film project - Young People Communicating Climate Change Issues and 
Opportunities for Action (the project will occur in early 2008); and successfully 
sought funding for equipment through the CoB’s Community Grants program. 
 
Examples of local food production projects include: running a permaculture design 
course; organising a Ballarat Region Organic Home-Grown Vegetable 
Competition; organising a local food directory; and developing a local food co-op.  
 
Examples of renewable energy projects include: developing a solar hot water bulk 
buying scheme that will enable household to purchase a solar hot water system for 
the price of installation alone; and developing a solar photo-voltaic bulk buying 
project (“BREAZE is managing to provide a bargain basement price to its 
members by buying panels by the container load.”) 
 
An example of sustainable homes projects was informing members about what 
they can do within their homes to be more energy efficient. 
 
*information from the Group’s website has in some cases been used to 
supplement the information from the interview. See http://www.breaze.org.au.  

 

• Bendigo Sustainability Group  
Similarly to BREAZE, the Bendigo Sustainability Group has formed a number of 
separate action groups. This includes; Sustainable Living, Sustainability 
Education, Sustainable Food, Sustainable Policy, Carbon Capturing and 
Offsetting, Solar Power, Bulk Buying Solar Hot Water. 
 
So far actions being carried out by these groups include developing a ‘Sustainable 
Living Guide to Bendigo’; developing a long term project to encourage people in 
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the Greater Bendigo area to work out their ecological footprints and to pool this 
information to work out Bendigo's ecological footprint; creating a resource list of 
sustainable foods; responding to various government policies relevant to the BSG 
such as the State Government feed-in tariff for household solar PV systems and 
the Federal Government Climate Change Bill; carbon capture by tree planting and 
community education about its benefits; putting together a scheme for bulk 
purchasing solar hot water systems to reduce the cost for BSG members; 
coordinating a solar photovoltaic bulk buying deal with Strathfieldsaye & Districts 
Community Enterprise’s Sustainable Energy Committee. 

 
Bulk Buying Programs 
 

Of the five groups surveyed only two are currently actively pursuing bulk buying deals. 
 

• LIVE 
LIVE have no current bulk buying scheme.  In 2007 one member started to set up 
a program however it fell through following the federal governments 
announcement to means test the rebate. Some members however are 
participating in the Bayside Climate Change Action Group bulk buying scheme.  

 

• The Hepburn Renewable Energy Association (HREA) 
The Hepburn Renewable Energy Association do not currently have a bulk buying 
scheme but are planning to set one up in the future 
 

• Castlemaine 500 
Castlemaine 500 do not have a bulk buying scheme.   
 

• Ballarat Renewable Energy and Zero Emissions Inc. (BREAZE) 
BREAZE are now entering their third generation of solar photo voltaic bulk buying.  
They provide very detailed information on the types of systems available, the costs 
associated with different options and how to claim the government rebate.  They 
coordinate the application process procedure by asking members to fill out a 
detailed information form. 
 
BREAZE have also run a solar hot water bulk buying deal.  In doing so they 
managed to secure a deal which ensured members 15% off the retail price.  Now 
they are seeking a deal which will enable members to purchase solar hot water 
systems for the price of installation alone. Very detailed information about solar hot 
water systems is provided on the website and it is now possible for members to 
order a system directly via the website. 
  

• Bendigo Sustainability Group 
In organising a solar photovoltaic panel bulk purchasing deal for members the 
Bendigo Sustainability Group joined up with the nearby Strathfieldsaye & Districts 
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Community Enterprise’s sustainable Energy committee who had already begun the 
process.   
 
Strathfieldsaye put out a tender and suppliers came back to them (they wanted a 
local supplier and manufacturer but not feasible at that scale – installer from 
Melbourne, made in China). Over 140 households have now signed up to the 
program. Stratfieldsaye coordinate the online registration and for a 1kw system the 
price is $3000 after rebate.  The supplier manages the installation and contacts 
those who signed up It is also important to note that the RECS go to sustainability 
groups rather than to households or the electricity companies. 
 


