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 Executive summary

RPR Consulting was engaged to undertake an evaluation of the Eco-friendly Communities Project and to prepare two short case studies of related local sustainability projects. The purposes of the evaluation are:

· to assess the effectiveness of the project; 

· articulate the learnings from the project to inform and improve future sustainability education projects; and 

· promote wider awareness of the potential links between the social and environmental dimensions of sustainability.

Eco-friendly Communities is a partnership project between the Department of Environment and Conservation (DEC) and the Local Community Services Association (LCSA), the peak body representing 300 Neighbourhood Centres in NSW. 

 The project has used a community development model which is flexible and democratic to support communities to undertake local projects to promote sustainability. The project has tested several approaches which are central to a community development model:

· undertaking environmental education where people carry out sustainable activities – in their local communities;

· using existing community networks to contact people who are active participants in their communities;

· using strategies to target women, who research has shown play a major role in taking environmental action;

· integrating environmentally sustainable practices into everyday community and household activities; and 

· using local media to promote the project.              

The project is an appropriate and effective means of building the capacity of local community and Neighbourhood Centre staff and volunteers to facilitate learning about, and taking action for, the environment. It has achieved this by:

· engaging Neighbourhood Centre staff and volunteers in regional workshops at which they had the opportunity to reflect on current actions they were taking for the environment and discussing ways they could involve their centre and the local community in a project to create sustainable outcomes;

· providing small grants to workshop participants to develop local environment initiatives at centres or in the community;

· providing support at a regional level for the local initiatives.

The project’s effectiveness has been gauged by:

· regional workshop attendance and the multiplier effect which resulted in over 70 projects with 74 centres involved;

· participants’ reported increase in environmental knowledge, understanding, skills and behaviours as a result of attending the workshop; 

· changes in the infrastructure at centres to make them more environmentally friendly;

· the range of different environmental projects which regional and local centres ran;

· changes in participants’ understanding and practices which included evidence of the development of relationships with a range of local stakeholders including councils, local businesses, schools and environment centres;

· evidence of increased capacity in research, community decision making, training of volunteers and outreach to increase environmental sustainability.   

Both partners reported advantages gained from the partnership which include:

· an enhanced adult education role for the regional centres (LCSA); 

· development of new relationships between the centres and local government and the centres and local businesses (LCSA);

· building new partnerships in the community sector and strengthening existing social networks (DEC);

· promoting sustainability messages at the grassroots level using LCSA’s infrastructure (DEC);

· testing a community development model of change (both organisations). 

The evaluation has provided evidence of learnings from the partnership. These include for the DEC: 

· the need to be aware of, and work around, the workload constraints of community organisations;

· issues about the timing of project grants which, in this case, extended over the Christmas period which is traditionally a wind down time for Neighbourhood Centres;

· the importance of promotion of the project at mass gatherings of the target audience;

· the value of local media stories as a promotion tool for the project; 

· the flexibility of choice in decision making about environmental projects worked well in regions where groups had a history of working together but caused difficulties for groups which chose more complex projects or where there wasn’t a history of volunteers working together with minimal direction;

· the need to better appreciate the timeframe community organisations require to imbed new projects into their organisational structures. The LCSA’s experience of many years work in the community sector is that it takes a minimum of three years for a community project to show its full capacity.      

2 Project description 

Eco-friendly Communities is a partnership project between the Department of Environment and Conservation (DEC) and the Local Community Services Association (LCSA) the peak body for 300 Neighbourhood Centres in NSW. The aims of this project were to:

· increase the capacity of local community and Neighbourhood Centre staff and volunteers to facilitate learning and taking action for the environment;

· strengthen the relationship between DEC and the community sector; and

· reinforce existing sustainability campaign messages (Stormwater Trust, Litter, Our Environment it’s a Living Thing), using a community development model. 

The project was developed in six stages:

1. engaging project partners

2. developing the Eco-friendly Communities Kit 

3. conducting regional workshops for community centre staff and volunteers 

4. distribution of small grants to regional and local groups to undertake projects

5. promoting the project

6. evaluating the project.

1. The DEC took the initiative in setting up an advisory committee, providing detailed information on environment topics, and obtaining media interest at local and regional level.  The LCSA took the initiative in designing the project to fit with Neighbourhood Centre culture and activities; employing project staff; organising regional workshops; and promoting the project to Neighbourhood Centres. 

2. The LCSA employed an adult education specialist with an environment background to write the Eco-Friendly Communities Kit. Input was provided by the DEC community education project managers.

3. Ten regional workshops were held across NSW in both metropolitan, regional and rural centres. The LCSA publicised the workshops which were held to coincide with regional meetings. The kit was presented at the workshops and used as the basis for discussion about potential local projects. 

4. Small grants were made available to workshop participants who wished to develop local /regional sustainability projects.  

5. The project was promoted to Neighbourhood Centres at two LCSA conferences, in the LCSA newsletter and by email, at committee meetings and via mailouts. DEC used their communications section to generate local media interest in the project. 

6. The project has been evaluated at particular stages to aid the partners’ thinking about design and implementation.         

2.1 Methodology 

The evaluation was undertaken in a number of stages: 

· a briefing meeting was held with the DEC Project Managers to discuss the proposed methodology.

· reading of existing documents related to the project was undertaken.

· a phone interview protocol was approved by the DEC and phone interviews were conducted with nine Regional Coordinators and thirteen workshop participants from local Neighbourhood Centres. 

· face-to-face interviews were held with the LCSA Executive Officer and the Project Manager. 

· site visits were undertaken to one metropolitan and one regional centre to interview participants who implemented regional/local sustainability projects.

· a draft report was compiled for discussion by the DEC project managers and a final report incorporated their feedback.  

3 Key findings 

The evaluation sought evidence about the extent to which the project increased the capacity of local community and Neighbourhood Centre staff and volunteers to facilitate learning about, and taking action for, the environment. It used a number of sources to examine the extent to which organisational policies and practices at Centres and the LCSA have changed. It sought evidence of changes in community behaviour and whether the program had enhanced individual, organisational and community capacity to take action for sustainability. 

The project has been found to be an appropriate and effective means of facilitating learning about, and taking action to promote, environmental change. It has used a community development model to engage people at a local level and offered a range of ways to become involved. The partnership between the DEC and the LCSA has utilised the strengths of both organisations to promote, facilitate and support individuals and local communities to take action for sustainability. 

The project has tested several approaches which are central to a community development model:

· undertaking environmental education where people carry out sustainable activities– their local communities;

· using existing community networks to contact people who are active participants in their communities;

· using strategies to target women who research has shown play a major role in taking environmental action;

· integrating environmentally sustainable practices into everyday community and household activities; and 

· using local media to promote the project.  

In order to assess the effectiveness of the project the following aspects of its implementation were reviewed:

· engagement and participation levels

· learning by workshop participants

· changes in practices at centres by workshop participants

· types of funded local projects that engaged community members

· changes in local project participants’ understanding and practices, including partnerships with local stakeholders

· the cumulative effect of changes in participants’ learning and practice that constitute increased capacity.  

3.1 Engagement and participation levels 

The project was promoted to the membership of the Neighbourhood Centres in various fora. This included the 2002 LCSA conference at which the DEC project managers ran a workshop to find out levels of interest in, and concern for, environment issues. The partnership was developed following discussions between the DEC and LCSA in which the basis for cooperation was agreed. 

Ten regional workshops were run covering metropolitan, regional and rural areas of NSW at which 100 people were trained using the Eco-Friendly Communities Kit. People who had attended the workshops were given the opportunity to apply for small grants to develop ideas their region or centre had discussed at the workshops. The multiplier effect of this funding resulted in over 70 projects with 74 centres involved and a reach to more than 2000 people. 

3.1.1 Learning by workshop participants

Participants who attended the workshops started with varying levels of knowledge and skills in how to take action for sustainability. People in one region were already taking a number of the suggested actions and had a sound understanding of environmental sustainability. In other regions there was interest in what they could do and the need for guidance in how to do it. The workshop format and the Eco-friendly Communities kit enabled participants to acknowledge actions for sustainability they were taking already and provided ways they could ‘take the next steps’ at home, in the centres and in the community. 

Interviewees reported they used the kit as an information guide to help them plan their projects. In some cases brainstorming of ideas in a group led to some members deciding to research and write their own resource materials to provide local information on their chosen topic. A number of centres ran information sessions for their communities by inviting guest speakers to discuss environment topics of local concern.  

Participants who attended the workshops and went on to obtain the grants reported that their knowledge, skills and practices grew as a result of the project. The kit was reported as being a practical and useful source of information as well as providing ideas which people could adopt at home and use in the development of their small grants projects. Examples of reported changes at home include using calico bags instead of plastic bags to do the shopping, reducing chemicals for cleaning, replacing light bulbs with energy efficient bulbs, changing to low flow showerheads, reducing water use in the bathroom and laundry, composting and cutting pesticide use on the garden. These changes which people made at home became, in a number of cases, the basis for the project they developed in the community (eg. creating organic gardens, providing low flow showerheads with information about water conservation at local community venues).  

A significant outcome from this project has been the number of groups which were set up to run projects and which are continuing.  Some regions reported that groups from different Neighbourhood Centres had a history of cooperating and they found it relatively easy to come to agreement on how to proceed with their environmental project. In other cases there were struggles over how to proceed but a commitment that the project was important enough to overcome these difficulties. Learnings from Sutherland’s community garden project were described thus: ‘the group has learnt many things about group processes and working as a team. Building the garden group as a team of people has been a frustrating and challenging experience but one that is being accomplished.’ Sutherland Council assisted the group remain viable by providing facilitators to work through planning and decision making processes.

There is evidence from the interviews and site visits that people understood the potential links between the social and environmental dimensions of sustainability. A good example is the interest free loan scheme in the Riverina Murray where requests for loans ranging from $250 to $1000 for environmental projects are assessed by a panel of representatives from the Neighbourhood Centres and Landcare. Loans of $250 didn’t need to be repaid (although a donation was encouraged), $500 loans were 50% repayable within two years and $1000 loans were 100% repayable. The Regional Coordinator reported that the group saw that this scheme had the potential to grow the seed funding into an ongoing source of funds for environmental initiatives. 

3.1.2 Changes in practices at centres by workshop participants

A number of centres reported that they used the grants to make their centres more environmentally friendly. The following examples are illustrative of the changes made at centres. 

· Some centres installed energy efficient light bulbs, others bought compost bins, installed roof batts for insulation, changed to recycled copy paper, and created native gardens. 

· A number of centres decided the most effective way they could change practices at their centres was to engage the management committee and staff in developing an environment management plan. The north–east Sydney region ran workshops to engage staff and management in thinking about how to develop an environment management plan for their centres. 

· Some centres put up interpretative signage which indicates to Centre users what the changes are and why they had been made. 

· In the Illawarra region a group of 13 centres worked together on a project to reduce chemical cleaning agents at their centres in order to improve the indoor environment, reduce runoff into waterways and reduce exposure to chemicals which can trigger skin irritations. (See case study at Attachment A) This project has had a flow on effect with some local government cleaners now using the new ‘no chemical’ products. 

· Other centres have run information and education workshops and events at their centres to promote sustainability messages. This adult education role is one the centres are keen to develop and this project has provided a vehicle for promoting environment topics to local  audiences. For example, the Canterbury Earlwood Caring Association ran a forum on water to celebrate the International Year of Freshwater. Local environment groups and council representatives were invited to speak and the event resulted in a closer working relationship between the council, community and environment groups in the area.    

· Some centres saw this project as a way they could broaden the community’s view of Neighbourhood Centres as principally being about social welfare support. One centre reported that when people come to the centre needing help to pay energy bills, they take the opportunity to talk with them about ways to make their household more energy efficient and provide them with energy efficient light bulbs.   

· A small centre in Dungog raised its local profile with a project to distribute low flow showerheads. People wanting the showerheads were directed by the council to the Neighbourhood Centre and centre staff felt this initiative helped to increase the centre’s profile and change its image.   

3.2 Types of local projects that engage community members 

Funding of $5000 was provided to 10 regions to undertake a regional or local sustainability project. The LCSA administered the regional funding process. The funding was designed to allow a wide scope of projects, the concepts for which were discussed following the regional workshops. The broad scope was to facilitate community members’ decision making around priorities and ways of implementing proposed ideas. Even at the concept stage during the regional workshops, a large number of interesting concepts were evident. 

The types of projects funded broadly cover the following areas:

· holding sustainability workshops on water issues, greening your centre and growing organic plants (Canterbury/Earlwood, Mullumbimby, north-east Sydney)

· creating community gardens or strengthening existing community gardens (In Sutherland the Neighbourhood Centre is worked with the Sutherland Environment Centre, in the mid Blue Mountains the garden club and youth groups are participating, in Tomaree a garden for people with disabilities living in community housing has been created.)

· developing environmental management plans and working towards the creation of eco-friendly centres. (At centres in Raymond Terrace, Cessnock, Tomaree, Orange, Wellington, and Nimbin the projects have focussed on developing plans and implementing changes to increase sustainability.)

· training volunteers on environment issues. (Kogarah is training volunteer groups at their Food Forest.)

· running sustainability projects with local schools, childcare centres and after school care groups. (Lismore Neighbourhood Centre organised an environmental poster competition with the local schools, Casino and Maitland involved local schools in activities.)

· running sustainability projects with targeted disadvantaged members of the community (planning is underway for a project with renters to create portable gardens in Mullumbimby.)

· developing a no-interest revolving loan scheme to seed environment activities/initiatives (Riverina Murray).     

 (See Attachment C for full list of projects)  

3.2.1 Reasons for not applying for grants 

Regional Coordinators in regions which didn’t apply for funding were interviewed to find out why. The most common reason was time constraints –the centres had competing priorities or had committed themselves to other projects at the time the funding became available. One regional coordinator thought the timeframe for applications was too short.    

The small staffing levels in most centres mean that, although there may be interest in a project, they are unable to take on anything else on top of day-to-day functions. Another reason mentioned was the lack of transport in some regions which makes regular volunteer commitment difficult. 

3.2.2 Changes in local participants understanding and practices, including partnerships with local stakeholders 

The interviews with Regional Coordinators and Neighbourhood Centre staff and volunteers revealed ample evidence of changes in participants’ understanding of, and practices in, taking action to promote sustainability. 

As stated in 3.1.2 interviewees reported making changes at home to conserve water and energy and reduce waste and chemical use. Interviewees also stated that, in order to develop their local sustainability project, they needed to clearly understand the environmental background of the issue they were working on. Members of the group, in some cases, researched and wrote their own material, or invited ‘experts’ to work with them on setting up the project. Most stated that working together as a group was a helpful and practical way to increase group members’ knowledge and understanding of an issue. 

Neighbourhood Centre staff and Regional Coordinators felt one of the pleasing outcomes from this project has been the number of new relationships they have developed in the local community. They reported improved relationships and partnerships with local schools, Landcare, environment centres, and businesses such as Planet Ark. 

Many Centres formed new relationships with their local council. Neighbourhood Centres are usually based in premises owned by the council, with communication channels normally focused on property maintenance. These projects often brought Centres into contact with councils’ education staff. Centres were encouraged at the regional workshops to contact their local council and involve them where possible in their projects. A number of Centres reported that council environment staff attended the regional workshop and stayed involved throughout the project. Examples of the practical assistance provided by councils are:

· in Sutherland a partnership was developed with the Council which provided funds for their garden and valuable assistance to improve group processes

· in Parkes the Waste Management Officer assisted the centre with their waste minimisation goals.  

The phone interviews with Regional Coordinators and Neighbourhood Centre staff and volunteers attempted to collect some quantitative data on whether the project objectives were achieved. Participants were asked to rate on a scale of one to five (one being the lowest) how successful the project was in achieving its objectives which are:

· increasing the skills of Neighbourhood Centre staff to facilitate learning for sustainability; 

· the success of the project in encouraging centre staff, volunteers and participants  towards making an ongoing commitment to encouraging sustainable ways of living.

Even though interviewees were sent the questions before the phone interview took place, a number of Coordinators found these questions difficult to answer and felt it was too early to evaluate long–term effects of the projects. Regional Coordinators also felt that projects differed in their impact and so it was difficult to give an overall regional rating. 

Those who were prepared to rate both objectives were:

· Far North coast 2.5

· Hunter 3.5 (although this was qualified eg. Dungog would be a 5 and the Samaritans a 2.5)  

Those who gave a rating for objective 2 were:

· Illawarra 4 

· Sutherland Environment Centre 2

· Riverina 3 (on the potential)

· Parkes 4

· Blue Mountains 3-4 (on the potential)  

3.2.3 The cumulative effect of changes in participants’ learning and practice that constitute increased capacity   

The Eco–friendly Communities project illustrates the effectiveness of the capacity building approaches employed to engage and involve local communities. The project design facilitated involvement of participants at a number of levels and promoted flexibility and local decision making throughout. In some communities this has created new groups who are working together on local environment initiatives which continue to grow and flourish. It has created new relationships and partnerships at community level and has contributed to the promotion of the Centres’ adult education role. 

Examples of increased capacity in local communities as a result of this project include:

· a number of groups report that they now have enhanced skills in community decision making including learning about legal processes, meeting procedures, negotiating with Councils, and dealing with local media outlets; 

· group members undertaking research and development of materials for use in local environment projects. For example, Kogarah Community Services researched, created and compiled an organic gardening book, promotional materials for their Food Forest Project and a gardening information resource package. These materials were distributed to all Neighbourhood Centres in the region;  

· training of volunteers to undertake local environment initiatives; 

· outreach initiatives including stalls at community events where volunteers distribute calico bags and promote environment messages; 

· the no interest loan scheme –the belief is that the project will have a sustainable life in the future. The scheme relies on the building up of contributions from businesses and others in the community. There is a positive feeling that the scheme will provide room to grow in the future;

· the ability of groups to attract funding from new sources to continue and expand their projects.  

Examples of increased organisational capacity at centres and the LCSA:

· the development of environment management plans at centres and changes at policy and operational levels in centres. In one region the LCSA Project Manager ran workshops with individual centres on ways to make their centres more environmentally friendly. A number of the centres wanted assistance on how to develop an environment management plan and in one case an evening class at the centre worked together to develop a draft plan for the centre. 

· a number of local councils and interstate organisations have requested the Eco– Friendly Communities Kit. The LCSA are very pleased with this development as it confirms to them that the kit provides a useful adult education model for learning about, and taking action for, the environment. 

· the LCSA newsletter now carries a regular column on environment issues.  

3.3 Process  

The process of developing the partnership between the DEC and the LCSA was found to be an important contributor to the project’s success. The DEC’s research into women’s interest in, and concern for, environmental issues found that generally women were likely to be the household members who undertook practical actions for the environment. The LCSA, whose membership is 85% women, had the organisational capacity and interest in the project.    

The partnership arose out of discussions undertaken by two DEC community educators with representatives from the LCSA at a network meeting of the Department of Women. Both organisations could see advantages in agreeing to work together as they were able to identify complementary strengths of each for a potential partnership. 

In order to test interest in the project from among the wider LCSA membership, the DEC educators agreed to present an environmental workshop at the 2002 LCSA Conference. This provided the opportunity to explore, with regional representatives, ideas about what sustainability would look like in community centres and the broader communities. 

The early identification of roles between the partners was seen by both as an important element in its ongoing smooth implementation. 

The LCSA used their knowledge of what would be acceptable within Centres, were able to generate internal publicity and communication about the program to their members, administer the grants, employ a writer to undertake primary development of the Eco-Friendly Communities Kit, and report to the Department.   

The DEC established a steering committee of representatives from environmental agencies, developed the proposal for funding, helped with material and advice, and assisted with the development of the evaluation framework and external publicity. Both partners were involved in developing and critiquing the education kit and delivering the workshops. 

The LCSA report acknowledges that an important factor in the success of the partnership was that both organisations had complementary visions of the potential of this project. The advantages which both organisations could see in becoming involved in the project  included:  

For the LCSA: 

· involvement in an adult education program which had the potential to increase local interest in an issue seen as positive and practical; 

· the project provided an enhanced view of the Centres in their adult education role. The main role of the Centres tends to be welfare support and although they are involved from time to time in adult education initiatives this is a role some Centres want to develop further;  

· the potential for Centres to increase their visibility in the community through the development of new relationships with local government; 

· the potential for Centres to develop new relationships with local businesses and other organisations. The focus on environment offered the opportunity to develop relationships with environment centres, community gardens, businesses selling eco-friendly products etc. 

Advantages for the DEC in the partnership included:

· building new partnerships in the community sector and strengthening existing social networks; 

· promoting sustainability messages at grass roots level using the infrastructure of the LCSA’s networks;

· focus on a segment of the population which their research showed was likely to be receptive to sustainability messages;

· testing a community development model of change;

· value for money.    

3.4 Lessons from the partnership 

Interviews with key stakeholders and the LCSA Report have provided evidence of learnings from the process of developing and implementing the project. These lessons have the potential to inform and improve future community sustainability education projects. 

The LCSA is an organisation which has the infrastructure to be able to deliver project outcomes to a broad segment of the community. It is the peak body for a network of more than 300 Neighbourhood Centres in metropolitan, regional and rural areas of NSW and has a track record of delivering projects for government agencies (eg. the Hands On information technology project).  

The partnership between a government agency and community organisation has the potential to be coloured by previous partnerships/relationships which either or both may have had. In future projects it is important for the DEC to be aware of a potential partner’s previous history of working with a government agency. In this case the LCSA was used to obtaining the funding and then managing all aspects of a project. The DEC, for its part, wanted to be an active partner, and this required negotiation and compromise from both partners. In this case the LCSA found that the more active partnership had a number of advantages which included the DEC’s greater capacity to generate local media stories. The success of the project was in no small measure due to the experience that LCSA had in dealing with government agencies and the DEC project managers had in working with the community sector.

The DEC needs to be mindful of the constraints and workload of community organisations which in the case of Neighbourhood Centres provide a range of social welfare and other support as well as run projects. A positive feature of the project’s design was to ‘piggy back’ the regional workshops on to regional meetings thus lessening the need for additional travel. It also meant that key people, the Regional Coordinators, attended and were able to promote the project in their regions. 

A number of Regional Coordinators commented on the timing of the grants which led up to the Christmas period. This caused problems for some as this is traditionally a time when the centres wind down and activities often need to be reinvigorated in the new year.  

Promotion at mass gatherings of the Neighbourhood Centres – the 2002 and 2003 LCSA conferences – provided a good opportunity to promote the aims of the project. At the 2003 conference a keynote presentation on broad sustainability messages was given by the Assistant Director General of the DEC. This highlighted the significance of the project’s aims to the audience and its placement as a keynote presentation helped to boost the status of the project. 

The flexibility which Regions were given to choose the activities to be funded by the grants created freedom of choice which was highly valued by some participants. Groups in which there were already close working relationships, who were able to think through the logistics of what they wanted to do and how to achieve it, reported that they enjoyed the flexibility of obtaining the funds and running the project. In the Illawarra region, for example, people from the neighbourhood centres knew each other and decided they would be able to achieve a better environmental outcome if they worked together. On the other hand this flexibility created problems for regions which chose more complex projects or where there wasn’t a history of volunteers working together with minimal direction. The regional coordinator from the Hunter, for example, reported that she had to spend quite a deal of time redirecting the projects in her area through difficulties and changes of direction. Four centres in the Hunter region had originally wanted to work on a joint project but there were communication difficulties which finally resulted in a decision not to work together.    

A significant lesson from the project for the DEC is the need to better appreciate the timeframe which community organisations need to imbed a new project into their organisational structures. Interviewees reported many positive outcomes from this project but a number of Regional Coordinators believe that the timeframe was too short and a project of this type needs up to three years for sustainability outcomes to become evident. The LCSA report stated that their experience of many years of work in the community sector indicates that it take a minimum of three years for a community project to show the results it is capable of. “Time is needed for the news of the project to disseminate in a community and across the state. Community workers are always busy but this is a project many were keen to develop. The projects they wanted to set up, took longer than the project allowed for, and often required getting on board other community organisations and local government – all of which take time. Once these processes are imbedded in the community, they become more entrenched and sustainable.”    

3.5 Conclusions 

The literature defines community capacity building in terms of at least three activities:

· Building infrastructure (to deliver programs);

· Building partnerships and organisational environments (to help sustain programs and ‘gains’ or positive outcomes);

· Building problem solving capabilities in communities and systems (to ensure appropriate resources to new problems in unfamiliar contexts). (Hawe, P et al 2000) 

This review has found that the DEC and the LCSA have built a successful partnership which has the potential to sustain the positive environmental outcomes which have been built in local and regional areas of NSW. Interviews with local, regional and ‘head office’ stakeholders from the LCSA indicate that there is a groundswell of interest in environmental initiatives and that the LCSA has the infrastructure in place to further develop this interest. 

While the LCSA has committed the organisation to maintain some aspects of the initiatives they put in place (such as the environmental page in the state wide newsletter) the LCSA Executive Officer would like to see further commitment of funds and a longer timeframe to capitalise on gains made at regional and local level. She believes this would help to sustain the gains made by the partnership project.  

The Regional Coordinators, in regions where projects were implemented, all mentioned the potential of the projects to have lasting gains if there was further support and was a longer timeframe for implementation. There was enthusiasm for the projects but Coordinators stressed the competing activities and services which the centres undertake. Undertaking environmental projects is a new initiative for the centres and adequate resourcing and support are vital to achieve long lasting outcomes.       

3.5.1 Where to next? 

The review has found in order to build the capacity of the LCSA and the communities it serves to develop their environmental understanding, skills and practices there needs to be a continuation of the partnership between the DEC and the LCSA.  This would take into account learnings from this and the LCSA’s report and would mean a longer–term commitment to building on gains made in the regions. This could involve further workshops at regional level at which good practice examples from the regions are showcased and more intensive support from the DEC and LCSA in regions where longer–term projects were taken on.  

The DEC may also consider documenting the model of partnership and considering other potential partners who have statewide or regional infrastructure. For example, the youth peaks (eg. Youth Action Policy Association) and University of the Third Age may be potential partners.    

4 Attachment A – case studies   

4.1 Sutherland 

4.1.1 Communal garden at Sutherland  Leisure Centre, Sutherland

Key Stakeholders:

· Crossroads Community Care Centre Miranda

· Sutherland Environment Centre

· Sutherland Shire Council

· Community Volunteers

4.1.2 Brief description and background of project

In 2002, Sutherland Council supported a community member’s plan to establish a garden in the Sutherland Shire – it provided a piece of land as a permanent location for the garden and with it a centre (a house that had been empty for 12 months). In early 2003, a Community Group seeding grant through Sutherland Council and a grant from the LCSA provided the impetus for the stakeholders (Sutherland Environment Centre staff, Neighbourhood Centre coordinators and local council members) to get together at an Eco-friendly communities workshop and coordinate the communal garden project. The project was originally auspiced by the Sutherland Environment Centre for Crossroads  Community Care Centre.

4.1.3 What did they do?

In September 2003 an Open Day was held at the garden plot to consider the future of the garden. The project was a three way commitment with the Council, Crossroads and the Sutherland Community Centre as well as local community members and some tensions arose over how the project would be managed.  The community member who had been the original inspiration behind the gardens had been tragically killed and in many ways the garden became a shrine to his memory.  There were up to 30 people involved in the group and each Saturday there was a meeting at the garden.  The Sutherland Environment Centre, who auspiced the communal garden during 2003, provided workshops on seed propagation and a  management committee was formed to consider the gardens plans and OH&S issues. 

A horticulturalist from Padstow College of TAFE visited the group and provided a garden plan; since then a core group has formed to work on the garden and plans for the garden have evolved. Members who joined the group, apart from providing personal details and information on their skills and knowledge base, were asked why they had decided to become involved. The group has established a seed house, planted a herb spiral and established formal garden structures where different types of plants and vegetables are planted. 

4.1.4 What are the outcomes?

The establishment of the Sutherland Community Garden has resulted in a number of sustainable outcomes:

· twenty active members and ten non-regular members are involved in the garden  and a core group meets each weekend to tend the garden – one member gardens daily

· the group has an email network and meets regularly with an agenda for consolidating the groups activities, including planning for schools to be involved, letter boxing and hiring a consultant to help with planning

· the EarthWorks group uses the same community space and at an open day in February expressed a desire to become involved with the community garden

· regular barbecues and functions and lunches are held at the garden to consolidate the group

· the use of the house with its facilities – eg the kitchen and the rainwater tank – have supported the group to become self-sufficient in using the space – the site is away from shops 

4.1.5 What were the lessons learned?

The creation of the community garden provided a number of lessons: 

· projects that require collaboration between a number of Government agencies and community sectors need to emphasis the expertise that each side brings to the project;

· many original community members of the group became disenchanted with the formality in the earlier meetings where management plans, insurance and codes of conduct were discussed –it became clear over time that some members of the group were only interested in gardening and were happiest in this role;

· in establishing a sustainable environment group there are many democratic processes in play, it was suggested that people often don’t have a working knowledge of committees and boards, and steering committees can support the group to formulate its plans in an efficient way;

· many members of the group felt that the original grant of $5000 was almost `too much money’ and it caused some dissension in the group as to how the money could be used – some members felt that half the money would have been enough and more sustainable options embraced with less money to spend, eg using recycling rather than purchasing new tools;

· the establishment of this communal garden shows that people who originally join a group need to be sustained in their commitment and people who join need to be skilled up so as to make it ongoing and accessible for everyone;

· the different expectations from the various stakeholders in a collaborative project like this would be supported by the role of a coordinator who could work across all sectors.

4.1.6 Where to now?

The Sutherland Council has established a very strong commitment by establishing a grant of $15,000 to support the work of the volunteers and to showcase a sustainable demonstration house on the site. This grant allows for the ongoing commitment of establishing the garden and provides a more enduring time frame for commitment by the volunteer group.

4.2 Illawarra Region

Key stakeholders: 

· Balgownie Village Community Centre

· Bellambi Neighbourhood Centre

· Berkeley development/ Neighbourhood Centre

· Bulli Resource Centre

· Dapto neighbourhood Centre

· Helensburgh Community Centre

· Lighthouse Christian centre

· North Kiama Neighbourhood centre

· Port Kembla Community Centre

· The Rail Neighbourhood Association

· Thirroul Neighbourhood Centre

· Unanderra Community Centre

· Warilla Neighbourhood centre

· West Dapto Community Centre 

4.2.1 Brief description and background of project

The Illawarra region of Neighbourhood centres extends from Bulli to Kiama and covers a range of diverse local communities across three different local government areas. As part of the joint EPA and LCSA project, mid way through 2003 Illawarra Neighbourhood Centre staff attended a workshop on promoting Sustainable Living and Working – Eco-friendly Communities. 

After the training, the group began to think about a project that all of the Neighbourhood centres could be involved in. Members agreed that the Occupational Health and Safety issues around the use of chemicals caused problems for both staff and users of the Centres: data sheets on the chemicals were difficult to obtain, chemicals needed to be stored safely and many of the playgroups had children suffering from allergies. The group felt that this was an area where they could work jointly on a project which would create a more environmentally sustainable working environment.

In the Illawarra different methods of employing cleaners are used, while  some sites use volunteer cleaners others employ council cleaners and others use a combination of both.  All Neighbourhood centres have a `materials safety data sheet’ where all information on cleaning materials is listed and chemicals locked away for safe keeping. 

At the eco-friendly community workshop there was a general consensus that:

· all neighbourhood centres could, to support a sustainable environment, cut down on the use of detergents and chemicals and the subsequent runoff into waterways

· reduce exposure to potentially harmful chemicals that may trigger skin irritations and allergies 

· support occupational health and safety moves in not having to, in the future, keep the  `materials safety data sheets’ which posed complications for centre staff. 

4.2.2 What did they do?

A grant of $5000 from the EPA purchased a `home care starter pack’ of micro fibre cleaning products for the neighbourhood centres which included a training program in using the products effectively.  These products would eliminate the need for the use of chemicals completely. 

4.2.3 What are the outcomes?

· training was provided for the coordinators by a sales consultant who provided a large amount of backup service and who followed through on any questions that staff may have -`nothing was too much trouble’

· out of the 13 neighbourhood centres, 12 centres now use the micro fibre cleaning method effectively cutting out the use of chemicals within the neighbourhood centres, the council worker at one centre did not want to use the products

· some council cleaners have totally embraced the new ways of cleaning and have requested their councils buy the products for other sites

· coordinators at neighbourhood centres have played an ongoing educational role in training new staff and checking that products are used correctly – for example a coordinator ran daily sessions at her Centre on the use of the products for twenty volunteers at breakfast meetings, One Coordinator said that there had been a `lot of reading of the books’ to check on how to use the products

· centres no longer use bleaches and chemicals and coordinators talk about the level of `shininess’ at the centres –  a floor which has `never been so white’ and gleaming glass and tiles

· coordinators felt that two packs were necessary for each centre as having to take home the products for cleaning and ensuring that the products were washed correctly created some difficulties  

· Councils agreeing to buy extra products for the cleaners who now want to use the same cleaning methods in different work sites - one council cleaner has asked her local council if she can use the products at other sites, claiming that the new mops that she uses have meant less pressure on her back, another cleaner now chooses to clean the windows instead of the contractor who used chemicals

· many of the original forum members, cleaners and volunteer workers have now embraced the new way of cleaning in their homes and talk about it with other family members and friends

· neighbourhood Centre participants, especially those using the playgroups, agree with the new methodology of cleaning as originally there were a lot of children suffering from allergies and there is a perception that the new cleaning products have helped. 


4.2.4 What were the lessons learned?

The implementation of this new way of cleaning across the region provided a number of lessons:

· regional collaboration between neighbourhood centre staff and workers can result in a successful change of working patterns to create a more sustainable environment;

· buying an eco-friendly product and having the services of a committed consultant supports the introduction of `new ways of working’;

· people enjoy being involved in a project that allows them to think of themselves as participants in a group activity that is successfully changing social attitudes;

· council cleaners who were involved in the project felt empowered by their involvement in the project.


4.2.5 Where to now?

This chemical free cleaning system is now established as the preferred cleaning method within the Illawarra region. It has been introduced into other Council cleaning sectors as well as embraced by individual coordinators and family members. As new staff and volunteers come into the Neighbourhood centres, an ongoing education program ensures that this sustainable environmentally friendly method of cleaning has a ripple effect through the community. 

5 Attachment B – interview questions and list of interviewees

5.1 Regional Coordinators interview questions 

Can you tell me a little about your initial involvement in the project? (how you heard about the project, what got you involved, etc):

1) How was the project rolled out in your region?

2) What was the response from the centres in your region and what did individual centres take up?

3) What in your view, if any, have been the outcomes from the project in your region? (eg environmental outcomes, learning outcomes, social outcomes)

4) What were the good aspects of the project? Were there any problems or difficulties?

5) Do you consider there will be a lasting impact from the activities undertaken in your region? What/Why? 

6) Have any new relationships happened during the project? (council? local business etc). What is the impact now? 

7) How did this project fit into the work of your region/neighbourhood centres ( prompt if necessary….new work or extension of existing work, your strategies and goals?)

8) Do you see any possible continuation or extension of this type of project? (with DEC funding, without DEC funding?)

9) Any other comments you would like to make?

Two key objectives of this project were to:

1. “increase the skills and capacity of neighbourhood centre staff to facilitate learning for sustainability”

2. “encourage centre staff, volunteers and participants to make an ongoing commitment to take action (individually, within their centre and the community) to encourage sustainable ways of living” (or put more simply, to take action for the environment)

On a scale of 1 – 5 how successful was this project in achieving these objectives?

1 = unsuccessful and 5 – extremely successful.

5.2 Participants’ interview questions 

1. Why did you get involved? (How you heard about the project, what got you involved, etc.) What was your role? (demographic data – gender/volunteer/staff member/centre coordinator, etc.)

2. How did you decide on the type of project you wanted to do? 

3. What support did you get? (Regional Coordinators/ LCSA/ workshops, etc)

4. What other support would have helped your project?

5. What, in your view, was successful about the project? 

6. What didn’t work and why? 

7. What do you think will be the lasting effects of your project?

8. What did you personally get from this project (eg, learning, changed environmental practice, new relationships)?

9. How has the project worked as a partnership between the LCSA and DECs? (strengths/weaknesses)

10. Other comments? 

5.3 List of interviewees

5.3.1 Phone Interviews 

Phone interviews were held with a number of Regional Coordinators and with a number of participants in the projects. Please see attached lists for the questions asked of each group:

Far North Coast 

Mullumbimby Neighbourhood Centre - Julie Williams, Regional Coordinator

Lismore Neighbourhood Centre - Janette Tyler, Community Development Worker

Hunter

Samaritans Information and Neighbourhood Centre Cessnock - Helena Hodgson, Regional Coordinator 

Tomaree Neighbourhood Centre – Shirley, Community Development Worker

Western NSW

Parkes and District Neighbourhood Centre-  Suzie Ables, Regional Coordinator

Illawarra

The Rail Neighbourhood Association - Danna Nelse, Regional Coordinator 

Central Coast

Cynthia Street Neighbourhood Centre - Jane McCarthy, Regional Coordinator

Riverina and Murray

Regional Social Development Group - Robyn Sefton, Regional Coordinator

Macarthur

Camden Area Neighbourhood Centre - Debbie Graham, Regional Coordinator

Nepean 

Mid Mountains Neighbourhood Centre - Steve Hackett, Regional Coordinator

South West Sydney

LDNCA Heckenberg – Busby Neighbourhood Centre - Paola Jamett-Caru, Regional Coordinator

Sutherland

Crossroads - Christine Bird, Regional Coordinator

Menai District Community Resource Centre - Gary Yeates, Coordinator



Sutherland Environment Centre - Josephine Pajor-Markus

Marrickville, Canterbury St George

Inner South –west Community Development Organisation - Cheryl Kelly, Regional Coordinator

Inner Sydney and Inner West

Holdsworth Street Community Centre - Rebecca Dreyfus, Regional Coordinator

5.3.2 Face-to-face interviews

· Department of Environment and Conservation education staff - Helen Scott, Danielle Blackhorn

· Local Community Services Association - Faye Williams, Executive Officer 

· Eco-friendly Communities Project - Meg Bishop, Project Worker

5.3.3 Site Visits

Two site visits were undertaken :

· Sutherland - Communal Garden at Sutherland Leisure Centre visited 16 June with Gary Yeates (CDW from Menai District Community Resource Centre ). An interview was then held with Christine Bird and Gary Yeates at the Crossroads Centre – Westfield Plaza Miranda Fair.

· Illawarra - The LCSA Neighbourhood Centres Regional Meeting (17 June) at Berkeley was visited to ask participants about their involvement in the Eco-friendly project. Present at the meeting were Danna Nelse, Robyn Alderton, Carolyn Jewitt, Elizabeth Brassard, Sharon Parker, Sandra Luscriwitz, Neil Harris, Wendy Constantine, Maxine Graham, and Daphne Olsen. 

6 Attachment C - Projects by region

	Region & Location
	Project

	Far North Coast
	· Nimbin - reducing energy use, purchasing energy efficient bulbs 

· Mid Richmond - enhancing existing community garden 

· Lismore & Casino - competition for local primary schools to highlight environmentally friendly projects 
· Ballina Information Service - purchase calico shopping bags for shoppers on Community Transport shopping bus 
· Mullumbimby - workshops on organic gardening for people in rental accommodation

	Mid North Coast
	· Involving 12 Neighbourhood Centres in more environmentally sustainable practices, including more eco-friendly disposal of paper, (paper shredders, used for composting and packing), changing to recycled copy paper & reducing energy consumption by purchasing energy efficient light globes. Six of the Centres completed an Environment Management Plan.

	Hunter
	· Dungog - developing an environmental management plan for centre, distributing water saving shower heads to local community.
· Raymond Terrace - create an eco-friendly centre, create an example to community, workshop info sessions for community
· Samaritans/Cessnock - eco-friendly centre (reduce chemical use, reduce use of plastic bags), workshops for community on reducing waste and gardens, assist local environment groups
· Tomaree - eco-friendly centre (reduce chemical use), eco garden at a community house for people with disabilities
· Maitland - environmental education program for parents and children

	Illawarra
	· Reduce use of chemical cleaners in 13 centres across region, purchasing micro fibre cleaning products.

	Marrickville, Canterbury, St. George
	· Marrickville Food Forest -assistance to volunteer group 

· Kogarah - volunteer training group projects at Food Forest

· Riverwood - furniture restoration project 

· May Murray NC - centre re-development, include sustainability design principles & staff workshop using Eco-Friendly kit (17 November 03)

· Georges River - reducing use of plastic by providing calico bags, distributed at local Community Fair 

· Canterbury CCC - reducing use of plastic by providing calico bags

· Canterbury/Earlwood - Seminar on water (18 November 03)

	North East Sydney
	· Workshops for the 14 Neighbourhood Centres within this region. Workshops aim to engage centres in activities within the kit, particularly the development of Environmental Management Plans. Workshops will involve local government officers and other community environmental organisations were appropriate.

	Sutherland
	· Creating a community garden, incorporating permaculture principles, it will be used as an education opportunity for community centre participants. Project partners include Sutherland Environment Centre & other local community centres

	Blue Mountains
	· Creating a community garden in Lawson, partnerships with youth centres, garden club, jubilee justice

	Riverina
	· No Interest Loan Scheme to fund environmental projects. The first round of grants will be used to develop a community garden.

	Western NSW
	· 11 Neighbourhood Centres, range of projects including recruiting a volunteer to focus on policies and projects to promote green practice (Dubbo), reducing energy consumption by purchasing energy efficient light bulbs (Wellington, Orange) and engaging community centre participants in developing ideas to create an eco-friendly centre (Orange).
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