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Beginnings

Our project began in February 2003 when two of our members approached Newcastle City Council about placing some shade trees at Merewether Baths.  They were told that no funds were currently available and were referred them on to the council’s Coastcare community support officer.  The CSO told them about the NSW Environmental Trust and the Australian Government Envirofund.  We then developed an Envirofund proposal on behalf of Merewether Landcare and another local environment organization, Trees in Newcastle. 

The Envirofund submission went beyond shade trees for the Baths to propose revegetating coastal dunes between Merewether Surf Club and the southern border of Dixon Park.  It also proposed an experimental planting of local native species on a small section of the picnic area adjacent to Merewether Baths, and revegetating a weed-infested slope adjacent to Merewether Surf Club. 

Initial evaluation

Envirofund requires project proposers to specify aims, objectives, outcomes and evaluation methodology, and to report on outcomes at the end of the funding period. Our evaluation report (Merewether Landcare 2005) summarised project objectives and outcomes as follows:

Table 1: Summary of Project Outcomes as at mid-June 2005 

	Project objectives
	Summary of outcomes at mid-June 2005

	1. Regeneration of degraded coastline through the planting of 20,000 native trees, shrubs and groundcovers 
	10, 930 local native species planted.  This figure does not include several hundred Carpobrotus glaucescens cuttings planted.  See Section 3.2* below for explanation of this variation from the original grant proposal. (*Note that section and appendix references in this table relate the 2005 evaluation report, and not to this paper.)



	2. Increased biodiversity
	Number of native plant species in dunes and parkland increased from 3 at the beginning of project (February 2004) to 18 at mid-July 2005. See plant list in Appendix 2*. 

	3. Provision of public education on the uses of native plants through signage, media items and educational materials for both adult users of the area and local schools
	For the first year of the project, public education largely involved conversations between Merewether Landcare members and beach-users, supported by an information sheet.  In May 2005, 5,000 copies of the project pamphlet were delivered, and in June 2005 three interpretive signs and a recruiting sign were placed on the project site.  See Appendices 7 & 8.  We have also received some media coverage.

	4. Enhancement of the area's aesthetic, recreational and tourism value
	Marked aesthetic improvement attested to by photographic evidence (Appendix 4) and continual positive comments by beach-users.



	5. Reducing the risk of skin cancers by planting shade trees
	24 shade trees (Banksia integrifolia) planted in picnic areas in September 2004.  These are young and still salt- and wind-challenged but most have survived.


	Project objectives
	Summary of outcomes at mid-June 2005

	6. 70 per cent survival rate of plants
	70 per cent survival rate achieved.  Until unusually severe storms in March & June 2005 the survival rate was 90 per cent plus. 

	7. Weeds brought under control
	Primary weeds (mainly Bitou Bush) removed from 100 per cent of site.  Secondary weeds controlled by native vegetation and on-going weeding.

	8. Dunes stabilised by native vegetation cover
	Dunes well stabilised by planting native species.  Full stabilisation expected by end of 2005. 

	9. Increased public awareness of the value of native plants in regenerating public land, in home gardening & protecting public health
	Increased public awareness attested to by continual positive comments by beach-users.  Public awareness is being further developed through project pamphlet and signage (Appendices 7 & 8).



	10. Arrangements in place for on-going maintenance of revegetated area (watering, weeding, replanting)
	Merewether Beach "Tuesday Mob" increased from 3 members in February 2004 to 23 in mid-July 2005.  Of these, 12 attend regularly (70 per cent or more of work sessions).  C.f. Additional Notes to Questions 4 & 5 of the Envirofund Project Final Report form.


The little project that grew

We had envisaged a two-year project.  By the end of the second year the core outcomes of the project—dune revegetation and stabilisation, shade trees and picnic area plot—had been achieved, as had the important tenth objective, the development of a work group committed to on-going maintenance of the revegetated area.

The project had grown in two unforeseen ways.  First, the “Tuesday Mob”, a hard working and committed volunteer group of locals (see outcome 10 above), wanted to do more than maintain the already revegetated areas.  We also wanted to expand the revegetation area to part of the Dixon Park dunes as well as the Merewether Baths carparks and the bitou bush-infested natural amphitheatre immediately behind the baths.  

Second, the first two years of the project had generated significant issues that could not be planned for, dealt with or evaluated by the aims/objectives/outcomes framework we had initially used in the project.  These issues included the relationship of our project to short- and long-term changes in coastal processes, coastal ecology and botany, and urban planning and design.  The project also raised important questions about decision-making and leadership in local environmental projects.  

We have dealt with the first unenvisaged outcome—the group’s desire to expand our area of operation—by simply getting on and doing it.  Table 2 summarises the objectives and outcomes of our hands-on work for the period July 2006—August 2008.

To date have dealt with the complex set of issues generated by the project —the second unenvisaged outcome referred to above— by talking and writing about them.  Our written efforts—see Table 2, outcome 3—are posted on our website: www.merewetherlandcare.com.au We have written these articles and papers to clarify our own thinking about the project and its future directions, and hopefully in some small way to educate our community about issues raised by the project.

Table 2: Summary of Project Outcomes July 2005—August 2008

	Project objectives
	      Summary of outcomes July 2005—August 2008

	1. Maintain existing revegetated area (Merewether dunes & Baths picnic area) and regenerate additional areas (amphitheatre & carparks—see website photos)   
	· Existing revegetated areas maintained, native plantings flourishing

· 11,820 local native species planted in headland amphitheatre and car-parks. See plant list in Appendix 1, below 




	2. Increased biodiversity
	Number of native plant species on headland & carparks increased from 3 in July 2005 to 14 in August 2008. See plant list in Appendix 1, below

	3. Clarify our own thinking and educate the community about issues generated by our hands-on work
	· On-going discussion of these issues among ourselves and with community members

· Production of five newspaper feature articles, seven working papers, one conference paper, one journal article and one book chapter


	4. Enhancement of the area's aesthetic, recreational and tourism value
	Marked aesthetic improvement attested to by photographic evidence (see website) and continual positive comments by beach-users.


	5. 70 per cent survival rate of plants
	70 per cent survival rate achieved. 

	6. Weeds brought under control
	Primary weeds (mainly Bitou Bush) removed from worksites.  Secondary weeds controlled by native vegetation and on-going weeding.

	7. Increased public awareness of the value of native plants in regenerating public land, in home gardening & protecting public health
	Increased public awareness attested to by continual positive comments by beach-users.  Public awareness is being further developed through project website, pamphlet and signage.



	8. Maintenance and development of work group
	Merewether Beach "Tuesday Mob" has a steady membership of 13 regular attendees (defined as attending 70 per cent or more of work sessions).

	9. Maintain record of work hours and their $ value (calculated at the current rate of $30 per hour)
	For the period January 2004—August 2008:

· Hours worked                            7,288

· $ value of hours worked     $218,640

                     (See Appendix 2 below for details)


After five years, our hands-on work and reflection on it have led us to want to both plan our future efforts more systematically and evaluate it more fully.  The rest of this paper sketches some ways in which we might do both these things.

Plants, parks and people: beautifying the coast

Our work, beginning as a small native revegetation project, now points to something broader: a coastal landscaping project.  Bitou bush remains on the headlands along the beach.  The three beach parks—Empire Park at Bar Beach, Dixon Park and Jefferson Park behind Merewether Surf Club are bare and desert-like.  These parks, as well as beach walk-ways and car parks, cry out for appropriate landscaping and planting.  As our work behind Merewether Baths demonstrates, these areas can be weeded and replanted with local native species.  Viewing platforms and interpretive signage along the beach will improve coastal access and inform beach users of the rich ecology and history of this part of Newcastle.  

So our project is now moving into a third phase.  Over the next two years (2009-2010)  we will foster the landscaping of the Merewether Beach precinct.  This will involve us in:

· Continuing our hands-on work on the headland amphitheatre and Baths and Surf Club car-parks.  

· Advocating the creation of a bush reserve on Merewether headland.  This would involve consolidating and extending our existing hands-on revegetation and landscaping work, further construction of paths, steps and swales, and construction of viewing platforms and interpretive signage at the top of the site

· Advocating properly landscaping and planting the three beach parks and the Bar Beach and Dixon Park carparks.

Moving from a bush regeneration project to a broader landscaping project as envisaged here raises significant resource, decision-making and educational issues.  It would involve us in liasing with and lobbying local, state and federal politicians and public servants, as well as in seeking resources from public and private sources.  It would also mean educating our local community and local decision-makers about the aesthetic and environmental arguments for landscaping the beach precinct.

All this would be both time-consuming and quite different from the hands-on work that our group has so far concentrated on.  It would quite acceptable for most members of our group to continue to concentrate on the hands-on work, and to leave the project development and advocacy work to a few of us.  Between now and the end of this year our group will discuss both the viability of the landscaping concept and, if we proceed with it, what each person’s role would be in developing the concept.  

There are both negative and positive reasons for this proposed landscaping project.  Not to go in this direction would mean that the wonderful regeneration work we have done on the headland and Baths carparks would most likely revert to its former weed-infested state once we all get too old to maintain these sites.   If we secure a headland park and beautify the three beach parks we will have left to posterity a wonderful community resource. Importantly too, we will have brought about a major shift in community attitudes towards urban aesthetics
 and native plants.

Expanding evaluation

A corollary of expanding our beach regeneration project is developing a more satisfactory way of evaluating it.  In reporting to funding bodies we have used the dominant approach to evaluating local hands-on environmental projects in Australia and across the world.  This objectives-outcomes model provides useful information on areas cleared, plant numbers, plant survival rates and hours worked.  But this information is generally not validated by an external evaluator.  Further, the objectives-outcomes model does not generate information about project dynamics.  It does not address vital questions like: Why has this project been successful/unsuccessful?  Has this conservation group functioned effectively?  If so, why?  What has been the impact of this project on the community?  Have the voluntary conservation group and conservation professionals/agencies developed an effective working relationship?    

Our desire to develop a broader coastal regeneration project and a more holistic way of evaluating it is congruent with global tendencies in conservation work.  In African wildlife conservation for example there has been a move from a fortress model (creating wildlife reserves that locked local people out) to conservation partnerships between wildlife agencies and local communities (Adams & Hulme 2001, Rangarajan 2003).  Globally, the evaluation of conservation projects is evolving from quantitative and economistic measurement to approaches that capture the complex, dynamic and socially constructed character of projects (Stem et al 2005, Norton & Noonan 2007, Head, Trigger & Mulcock 2005). 

The papers and articles on our website reflect this broader approach.  This writing reflects our working through of issues generated by our hands-on work, issues as diverse as coastal botany and the workings of local government.  This writing is as important to project evaluation as quantitative outcomes measures.

Conservation as learning
Looking back over the past five years we can see that our approach to planning and evaluating our project has been reflexive, inductive and strategic. Continuously, we have done things, reflected on what we have done, learned from our experience and applied our learning. 

Approaching conservation work in this way means paying attention to everything that happens in a project.  It means continually asking: What can I learn from this experience?  How can I use this learning to make the project more effective?

This strategic learning approach
 to community conservation rests on four propositions:

· Conservation projects are complex, contextual and contested

· Conservation workers (volunteer or professional) learn all the time, experientially and informally

· This learning can be enabling or disabling

· Understanding and acting on this experiential learning is crucial to effective conservation work

Conclusion and directions

Our project is morphing from a native revegetation effort to a broader urban landscaping project.  Over the next few years we will: 

· Continue our hands-on work, maintaining the re-established native flora on the Merewether dunes and consolidating our native plantings on the headland and Baths parking areas

· Advocate creating a bush reserve on Merewether headland and landscaping and planting the three parks along Merewether Beach/Dixon Park/Bar Beach

· Through our website, local media and local forums, continue public education on issues arising from the project. 

Appendix 1


Merewether Landcare: Plantings January 2004—August 2008

Species planted January 2004—June 2005
   10,930

	Species Planted July 2005—August 2008
	No.

	1. Acacia sophorae
	1110

	2. Allocasurina distyla
	900

	3. Banksia integrifolia
	380

	4. Banksia serrata
	120

	5. Correa alba
	1000

	6. Hibertia scandens
	160

	7. Hardenbergia violacea
	200

	8. Isolepsis nodosa
	1860

	9. Kennedia rubicunda
	240

	10. Leptospermum laevigatum
	790

	11. Lomandra longifolia
	1740

	12. Scaevola calendulacea
	540

	13. Themeda Australis
	1820

	14. Westringia fruticosa
	960

	Sub-total
	11,820


Total Plantings Jan 2004—Aug 2008
      22,750
Appendix 2


Merewether Landcare: Volunteer Hours Worked 

January 2004—August 2008
	Dates
	Hours
	$ value

	Jan 04—June 05
	3,884
	116,520

	July 05—Dec 05
	543
	16,290

	March 06—June 06
	381
	11,430

	July 06—Dec 06
	540
	16,200

	Jan 07—Dec 07
	813
	24,390

	Jan 08—Aug 08
	533
	15,990

	Kotara Propagation

Sept 06—Aug 08 
	650
	19,500

	Totals
	
	7,344
	$220,320
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� I am (and I’m not alone in this) increasingly perplexed and distressed by the ugliness of both the beach parkland and the new housing springing up in Merewether.  Why do people accept or foster such ugliness in the midst of this natural coastal beauty?  Understanding and doing something about this acceptance would be part of a broader landscaping project.  Gardner (Browne, one our members, formerly an urban planner) can tell us about some innovative and effective ways of consulting with the community about these sorts of issues.





� We have all noted how the community response towards our revegetation work has changed from indifference or hostility to support and praise for our work.  I think we will see a similar shift if the parks are properly landscaped.  I suspect people often accept ugliness because they don’t see it or they haven’t experienced or cannot envisage a more beautiful alternative.  I also think that the best way to educate people about an issue is to do something about it, as we have done with our revegetation work so far.  This is certainly more effective than preaching at people.





� This approach—variously called adaptive management, social learning, reflection-in-action, strategic learning, organisational learning, action research, action learning, experience-based learning, problem-based learning—has proven its effectiveness in work places, social action and professional education (Salafsky, Margoluis & Reford 2002, Argyris & Schön 1978, Carr & Kemmis 1986, Kemmis & McTaggart 1988, Andresen, Boud & Cohen 2000, Schon 1983, 1987, Foley 1999, 2001, 2005, Field 2000, Stephenson & Galloway 2004). 





� For details of species planted in 2004-5, see Merewether Landcare 2005, Appendix 2





� Several of our members have been propagating plants on Wednesdays at the Newcastle City Council Greening Centre, Kotara, since September 2006.





