
Getting the city moving

Griff Foley puts the case for a more active community role in renewing Newcastle
The latest Council imbroglio, with its claims and counter-claims, reminds us of the urgent need to get Newcastle moving.  For over a decade Novocastrians have been lamenting the decline of the city, its fenced-off sites, empty buildings, graffitied shop fronts and rubbish-strewn streets. 

Prevarication and blame-shifting have brought stagnation and driven good people away from the city—Lindy Hyam and Steffan Lehmann for instance. 

Ten years of investigations, committees, failed projects and political spin are more than enough. While we talk, the city rots.

We need to quickly implement a realisable project-centred inner-city renewal strategy.  The strategy would be market-driven. It would be led by local and state government, in partnership with business.  There would be genuine and effective community involvement. 

Honeysuckle has created a new residential and commercial precinct stretching from Throsby Creek to the railway station. It has also drawn energy from the CBD, leaving many old buildings deteriorating.  

The first project will be the adaptive re-use of CBD buildings. Temporary incentives—grants for owners, subsidies for lessees—will be made available to facilitate this.

Completing the Bathers Way from Newcastle to Merewether will be the second project. This will involve footpath widening on Shortland Parade and John Parade, and landscaping and native revegetation of weed-infested areas such as the slopes beneath Fort Scratchley and Nobbys lighthouse.  

The third project will be completing the renovation of the Merewether beachfront. The new playgrounds at Dixon Park and Bar Beach are well-used. The Empire Park bat-ball court and skateboard ramp will attract still more people. The renovated Merewether Surf Club and the restaurant/bar/kiosk/function centre on the Old Surf House site will create commercial opportunities and bring more people to the area.

The fourth project will be the completion of Merewether Heritage Park. This bushland park, on the slopes behind Merewether Baths, will celebrate the area’s social history and ecology.  It will also link Bathers Way to Glenrock Conservation Area and the Great North Walk to Sydney. 

All these projects are already enshrined in Council plans and can be rapidly implemented.

And now we reach the thorny question: How to make these projects happen?

There is a firm consensus in Council and local business about the value of these projects.  State government is also supportive.  Slow bureaucratic processes mean that implementing the projects takes time. But things are happening, and more is in the pipeline.

Possibly the trickiest issue is the community’s role in this renewal strategy. Current forms of consultation, rather than harnessing community energy, often generate opposition.

Consultation over renovating Empire Park is a case in point.  Contrary to the claims of some residents, there was extensive consultation over the park plan. I attended two workshops. Residents had plenty of opportunity to express their views at these meetings and in other ways.

But this style of consultation engages few people.  Those who attend workshops usually represent particular interests. Once decisions are made and announced more people take notice, and some object, delaying or derailing the project.

We need more effective ways in engaging community members in renewing the city.  

Residents likely to be affected by a development can be shown digitally-enhanced photos of what it will look like. They can then express their views, and suggest modifications. For example, thoughtful tree-planting would screen Bar-Beach houses from the new bat-ball court while not impeding residents’ ocean views. 

There are many other such forms of consultation that help people to engage with projects in more constructive ways. 

But for Newcastle to flourish, there also needs to be a major shift in community attitude. 

In Australia there is a tradition of citizens expecting government to deliver services. While this is a reasonable expectation, it has also bred citizen passivity and a culture of complaint.  Think of almost any government-initiated project, and some group of people will object to it.  

If Novocastrians want better community facilities and services we must all play a more constructive role.

For example, Council has recently done a fine job planting trees in Merewether. To flourish, these trees need on-going weeding and watering. But few people are doing this.

By accepting individual responsibility and doing small things in our neighbourhoods we can make Newcastle a better place. We can also join with others to do bigger things.

Many Novocastrians already work in community organizations ranging from Meals on Wheels to the Art Gallery Society. With more baby boomers retiring, there are increasing numbers of skilled and knowledgeable people who could contribute to our city’s renewal.

Any volunteer will tell you that they get great satisfaction in putting something back into a society that has given them a good life.  

Griff Foley is convenor of Merewether Landcare. 
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