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Abstract

Most learning is informal or incidental — it occurs as people engage in work or other activity.  To take an obvious example, Landcare members learn bushcare skills, and develop knowledge of native plants. 

This paper is about less obvious Landcare learning.  It examines the social dynamics of learning in Landcare, and pays particular attention to volunteers' communicative and critical learning.  I begin by sketching a framework for interpreting informal and incidental learning.  Next I apply the framework to a study of Landcare groups in NSW.  I then develop a detailed analysis of Landcare members’ learning in a conflictual and potentially destructive situation.  Finally, I suggest some implications of the analysis for the organisation and effectiveness of Landcare and other activities where volunteers and professionals interact.

"Learning" is an intrinsically optimistic notion.  We can learn — from experience, or other teachers.  Yet learning is not automatic or inevitable, nor is it easy or linear.  Learning is complex and problematic.  We often have to learn the hard way. We may learn disabling or destructive attitudes and behaviours. We may not learn at all.  History is full of examples of failure to learn.  NASA repeats the failures of the Challenger disaster in the Columbia disaster (Foley 2001, 98—117).  The U.S. and Australia re-run Vietnam in Iraq.  No one has done a statistical analysis, but learning failure, and negative learning, are probably at least as common as successful, constructive learning.  When we do learn, the process is often complex, contradictory and contested. (Foley, op. cit.; Foley 1999, 2004)

So it is with learning in Landcare.  The ideal image of Landcare is of willing volunteers guided by competent professionals, all working towards the same end, improving or "saving" the natural environment. We might also expect Landcare learning to be mainly technical, and to involve volunteers acquiring skills and knowledge from professionals.

Talk to Landcare workers, as UNE Masters student Jackie Bowe did in 2002, and a more complicated picture emerges.  Bowe surveyed and interviewed 160 people involved in Landcare groups on the NSW northern tablelands.  Her respondents mentioned "education and the sharing of ideas" more than any other single theme.  She concluded that both participants and government saw education and awareness building as "possibly the most important function of the Landcare movement".  This learning was self and group initiated and driven by specific problems — the need to discover what was stressing a river, or to "nut out why there was a weed problem" (Bowe 2003, 9, 93—94, 101).   

Courses played a valued but relatively small part in respondents' learning.  More important were the opportunities for discussion and information exchange provided by Landcare groups.  As one person put it: "By sharing local knowledge and local skills you can pick up skills through discussion".  Another said: "It's a two-way thing, we enjoy getting together and talking about the land and how to improve things".  A third said: "And sometimes just a cup of tea on someone's back veranda and a frank discussion about problems that might affect a few different people, and you don't realise it until you start talking to them about it" (ibid 98, 79, 68).

This self-directed learning and informal education have replaced government-provided agricultural extension services.  This development has been a—largely negative—learning experience for Landcare members.   The main extension provider, the NSW Conservation Service was replaced during the 1990's with a user-pays service and tighter regulation of vegetation use and water use.  The farmers Bowe interviewed lamented the loss of the Soil Conservation Service's hands-on expertise, resented the new regulatory emphasis and felt disempowered by their exclusion from the decision making process that established the new regime.   "One day they come to give advice", said one farmer, "the next day they impose regulations".  Farmers feared losing control of their land, and resisted some government-initiated conservation measures.  "I don't really trust National Parks", said one farmer.  "If I get too many corridors of native trees in here, National Parks are going to come and tell me what to do".  Another said: " I know most farmers around here; they wouldn't tell them a thing.  You get the stuff in the mail and throw it straight in the fire".  (Ibid 48—51)

Many of Bowe's respondents felt that Landcare was becoming too bureaucratic.  They saw "empire builders and desk jockeys—an empire built above the local Landcare group.  Political lobbyists for hidden agendas and ideologies (macro vs micro), that is, a Landcare 'industry'".   Members were frustrated by the increased emphasis on accountability and evaluation and the consequent increase in paper work.  They felt that "arbitrary political agendas" rather than sound science or land management principles drove Landcare.  They felt, for example, that there was too great an emphasis on tree planting and insufficient attention to long-term strategies for weed control, the improvement of river health and increasing biodiversity.  More experienced Landcare members in particular expressed a desire for a broader regional and national focus.  (Ibid 66—67, 76—80).

I have dwelt on negative learning because it is integral to Landcare, as it is in any social arena.  There is always a tension between positive and negative learning.  The trick is to be able to recognise each type of learning, and to work out ways to foster constructive learning and transcend destructive learning (Foley 1999, 2001).    This is best seen through concrete examples.

"It's not fun any more"

Kundaluk Landcare (KL) was a small community-based organisation that won a competitive government grant to revegetate local bushland.  To implement the project, KL formed a partnership with a local non-government organisation, Plant Propagators (PP), which specialised in growing native plants from locally-collected seed.   KL would provide volunteer labour, and its convenor would do the project's administrative work.  PP would provide native plants, and a work crew supervised by one of its staff.  The intention was that the PP staffer would coordinate the clearing and planting of the site.  The local council, as the landholder, had an interest in the site and liaised with the project through one of its officers.

It soon became clear that the PP staffer would not supervise or coordinate.  On site, she set her crew to work and then spent most of her time on her mobile phone and talking to passers-by.  Off-site, she failed to perform tasks allocated in planning meetings.  KL took over these tasks, and on-site coordination of both the KL & PP work crews.  The work proceeded effectively for the first three months.  Then a conflict developed over a difficult section of the site. PP wanted to weed the whole section and then hold a weekend planting day on which local people would be invited to plant thousands of tube-stock. KL wanted to weed and plant the steeply sloping section in small parts.  They were concerned about possible site erosion, weed regrowth, and disorganised planting.  These issues were of particular concern because the local council categorised this section of the site as parkland and could react badly if the site were not worked in an orderly and effective way.

KL reluctantly agreed to have the planting day, because it was clearly of great importance to PP, who were keen to raise the public profile of their organisation.  But when KL was not able to persuade PP to their view of how to prepare for the day, KL wrote PP a letter setting out the two different positions on the planting day and ceding its organisation to PP.

PP did not reply to KL's letter.  Instead, they complained to the council officer, who passed on their complaints to KL.   These complaints centred not on the planting day, but on the way KL had taken the lead in the project.  PP, the council officer reported, had said, "It's not fun any more". 

Soon after this, PP told KL that they were, after all, happy for KL to design the layout of the plants for the community planting day.  PP would look after OH&S on the day.  KL agreed to this, and two days before the planting two KL members spent several hours marking out with canes and string where particular species of plants would go on the site.   The PP crew supervisor saw them doing this and chatted to the two KL people as they worked, and raised no concerns about the use of the canes.

Early on the planting day, the two KL workers finished laying out the site.   An hour and a half before the planting was to begin, PP arrived with the plants and told KL they would have to remove the canes because they were a safety hazard.  KL refused, sparking an angry confrontation that ended in the canes being left where they were and the planting proceeding successfully.   

The next day PP pursued the OH&S issue with the council liaison person.  A week later PP delivered a letter to KL terminating the two organisations' partnership on the grounds of KL's lack of concern for OH&S and "unprofessional, inappropriate offensive and unwelcome" behaviour.  KL countered by detailing how they had continually promoted OH&S on the site, and reminding PP that it was they, PP, who months before had introduced the use of canes as site markers, without raising any safety objections to their use.

The council staffer offered a mediation session for KL and PP.  KL, no longer trusting PP, declined.  The council staffer then, with the help of KL, brokered a division of the work site between KL and PP.  Since then, KL has worked systematically and effectively on its section of the site.  At the time of writing, PP has done little further work on its section.

Three concepts help us to understand the dynamic of this project.  The first of these, micro-politics, directs our attention to the political dimension of organisational life (Ball 1987, Sawchuk 2003, pp.189-197).  In any work situation, different groups have different interests, and this reality is likely to generate conflict.  In this Landcare project, KL committed to long-term work on the site, was primarily concerned to carry through an effective bush regeneration project, and to be seen to be doing so by the local council.  PP on the other hand had a number of projects running at once, and was more concerned with plant sales and opportunities for new projects than with the effectiveness of the KL project.  The planting day conflict was the culmination of a struggle for control that had been going on since the beginning of the project.  It was only after their relationship with PP ended that KL realised this.  Until then, KL put a lot of energy into maintaining a relationship with PP in order to get the project work done.  KL were relieved and energised by the termination of this frustrating and distressing relationship.

A second concept, drawn from psychoanalytic theory, helps us to develop a deeper understanding of how particular organisational conflicts are played out. Social defenses are the primary way in which people manage anxiety at work. These defenses relieve anxiety but distort reality. They cause a work group to retreat from external relationships and to construct collective delusions that frequently involve attacks on outsiders and internal dissidents. The problem with social defenses is that they divert people from their real work into time-wasting and destructive activity and negative learning or learning failure.  Identifying and overcoming social defenses is thus an essential part of constructive organisational learning.

Hirschhorn (1990) identifies three forms of social defense: basic assumption, covert coalition and organisational ritual. The concept of basic assumption group behaviour was initially developed by Wilfred Bion (1961) and further developed in relation to institutions by Isabel Menzies Lyth (1959, 1989). They argued that group life is inherently difficult and anxiety provoking. Under certain conditions anxiety can overwhelm the group and divert it from its task. The group then fantasises and behaves as if its fantasy is reality—hence the term "basic assumption". Bion identified three kinds of basic assumption: dependency, pairing and fight/flight. Covert coalitions are a more durable social defense, which try to reduce anxiety, often by reproducing family roles. In the third form of social defense, the organisational ritual, members deal with anxiety through actions and symbols that become embedded in work practices.  (For further explanation and application of this concept, see Foley 2001, pp.98-117.)

Several forms of social defense were evident in the beach revegetation project.  From the beginning PP fled the task.  When challenged, they fought back, not by trying to discuss their differences with KL, but by asserting their bush regeneration expertise (an organisational ritual) and covertly complaining to the council liaison person. In the course of the project, if not in the particular conflict described above, there were also examples of pairing between the PP manager and crew supervisor, and between them and the council officer.  In their relations with volunteers, all three tended to behave like managers, avoiding manual work and asserting their expertise and status.

This last point directs us to a third illuminating concept, labour process.  In his seminal work on this subject, Harry Braverman (1974) began by noting that work is a technical, conceptual and social activity.  He went on to show that in capitalist society, the conception and execution of work are separated, managers doing the former and workers the latter, with capitalists extracting the surplus of (i.e. exploiting) workers' labour.  Resistance is inherent in this arrangement, Braverman said, because the worker sells not his labour (his capacity for work, including his ability to think about it) but his labour power (i.e. not an agreed amount of labour, but the power to labour over an agreed amount of time).  In buying workers' labour power the capitalist manager obtains a "challenge and a problem", for the worker's intelligence can be used for or against the manager.  As a large body of case study research demonstrates (see for example, Zimbalist 1979, Jermier, Knights & Nord 1994, Thompson & Warhurst 1998), workers are creative in devising forms of resistance to managerial control.

The use of unpaid workers in community projects generates a distinctive labour process. In the Kundaluk project, workers' labour was unpaid.  The notion of "volunteer" masks this, as it suggests freely given, willing labour.  Most of the PP workers were not volunteers, they were unemployed workers who, in return for social benefits, the government gave the choice of doing community work or searching for (often non-existent) jobs.  The KL workers were mainly recently retired professionals who chose to do unpaid work because of its intrinsic usefulness. Both groups felt that PP treated them with contempt.  A KL worker said, "They want our hands, not our brains".  A PP worker said, "They treat you like a minion, you're the bottom of the pack". PP, for all their expressions of appreciation of and solidarity with the "volunteers", were exploiting their labour, just as managers do a in capitalist workplace. The unpaid nature of this community work both aided and threatened PP, who were themselves low paid, basically qualified and insecurely tenured workers in a very competitive field. (A weakness of much civil society and third sector theory is its failure to recognise the exploitative and contested character of the voluntary labour process).

Understanding these three concepts helped KL to deal with their conflict with PP.  Micro-political analysis helped them to accept that KL and PP had different interests.  Labour process theory helped them to understand the social relations of work on the site.  Understanding of social defenses was particularly helpful.  Central to Bion's theory of group dynamics is the inherent tension between what he calls the work group (the tendency of the group to get on with the work) and the basic assumption group (the group's tendency to avoid the work by fantasising).  Understanding this tension, KL simply got on with the work.  Writing the letter to PP was one expression of this.  Confronted in this way, PP suddenly agreed to let KL organise the planting day, enabling it to be more effective.  On the other hand, KL's earlier attempts to plan the work, or to confront PP about the nature and effects of their behaviour (their disorganised working style, their contemptuous treatment of workers), had simply elicited denial and resentment.  And when KL scotched PP's attempt to sabotage the planting day, PP terminated their relationship.  But when this happened, KL's understanding of the work group/basic assumption group tension helped them again: they knew they were now free to get on with the job.

My analysis has several implications for understanding and organising Landcare and other community-based activities.  

First, if we are to understand the relationship of change and learning in communities we need to go beyond the consensual and humanistic theoretical problematics that still dominate discussion of "community" and  "learning".  As we have seen, learning in Landcare groups has many dimensions and has to be analysed critically, in context.  In particular, we have to come to grips with the unpalatable fact that some of most important learning is generated by conflict and is initially difficult to analyse and painful.  

Second, for activists—in this case the "volunteers", the Landcare workers—the most useful learning is strategic: it fosters effective action.  Again, such learning is critical—it exposes deeper social and psychological dynamics.  This learning is also moral—it helps us to become clearer about our values, and the interests we represent.  In Bowe's study, a farmer challenged the existing Landcare evaluation criteria, saying "I'm not sure you can evaluate it the way the government wants to…an economic bottom line". Overall, respondents saw "Long term view/sustainability" and "Biodiversity/ecosystem approach" as the goals that should drive Landcare.  The respondents also noted that these were not currently central Landcare concerns (Bowe, op. cit. 63).  Similarly, KL members were focused on useful work and were not going to be diverted from this by people with other interests. 

Third, a critical analysis of learning in Landcare directs our attention to Landcare as work.  In Kundaluk, the PP and the council staffer continually told KL that they should overcome their distress at conflict or PP's incompetence and lack of professionalism
 because bush regeneration was supposed to be "fun".  This injunction in fact exacerbated KL's distress.  They felt it as a trivialisation of their work, and specifically as a denial of their right to think about and make decisions about their work.  They were, as they recognised, being treated as brainless hands who should enjoy labour directed by others, however chaotic that direction might be.  This is a double (both economic and psychological) and particularly destructive form of exploitation, and one which people who can leave will not put up with for long.  (The sad thing is that work-for-the-dole workers, already hurt by their ejection from paid work, are not free to walk away from such exploitative, abusive situations.)  This work dynamic, generated by the interaction of paid and unpaid workers, may help to explain why so many initially energetic Landcare groups later fall apart.  In the Kundaluk case, there was a direct link between the nature of the labour process and the development of a conflictual group dynamic.  

Fourth, a critical analysis of Landcare learning points to straightforward remedies.  There should be fewer, more competent, better-educated, salaried and tenured bushcare workers.  These professionals should be taught
 to work respectfully and productively alongside unpaid workers, be they farmers, work-for-the-dole workers or urban retirees.  These unpaid workers are Landcare.  Their labour should be valued and fostered.  
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� PP behaved incompetently and unprofessionally throughout the project, failing to carry out agreed tasks, delivering mixed messages about project methods and outcomes, manifesting an inability to discuss issues and make decisions.  KL tried to deal with this by repressing their distress and getting on with the work.  This approach worked until the planting day eruption seven months into the project.


� Such training could include analysis of interactions between Landcare members and paid workers.









