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Making Things Happen

Griff Foley

Merewether Landcare members have been rehabilitating the Merewether sand dunes and headland since January 2004. Doing this work has taught us much. We now feel a need to record and analyse this learning — hence these “working papers”.  
Background

The Merewether beach project started with a small idea.  My wife Lori and I moved to Merewether in 2000.  We swim at Merewether Baths all year round. Lori saw a need for shade trees in the baths picnic area.  Early in 2003 we approached the city council about this.  We met on site with an environmental worker.  She relayed our request to her superiors.  The response was that there was no money for these trees.  We were then put in touch with the council’s coastal community support officer.  She told us that we could apply for state or federal government project funding.  As members of Merewether Landcare, which we’d joined at its foundation in 2001, we applied for a federal grant.  This gave us the opportunity to expand our initial idea of a few shade trees into a proposal to rehabilitate dunes and parkland along Merewether Beach. In December 2003 we received a $25,000 Envirofund grant to pay for tools, plants and educational materials. The next month we began work on what we thought would be a one-year project.  We are still working.  

Learning and action

The essence of our learning in this project is that environmental work has both technical and social dimensions.  What appears straightforward—in our case pulling out weeds and replacing them with native plants—is complex, and the complexity has more to do with people than plants.  To act effectively you have to be able to analyse the complexity.  These insights reinforced earlier learning in other situations (Foley 1995, 1999, 2001, 2005).  Our experience in this project has deepened my conviction that sound analysis is integral to effective social action. 

Technical and social

This paper explores the connection between the technical and the social in work.  I argue that the technically straightforward work of removing the weed Bitou Bush is socially complex.   
Beginning

It began simply.  While we’re at it, we said to each other, why don’t we revegetate the dunes as well, get rid of the bitou bush?

The rough green bush covering the back of Merewether beach, the 50-metre strip nearest the road.  The only plant you could see on the beach then, except for a few coastal wattles three parts strangled by the bitou.

It was a lot of bitou bush, and it looked unmoveable.  But the physical task turned out  not to be a problem. By the end of our first year the bitou was gone from the dunes. By the end of the second year our work and nature had re-covered the dunes with native plants.

Beating bitou
Botanical name Chrysanthemoides, like a chrysthanemum, a reference to its yellow flower.   Common names: Bietou, Bosluisbessie, Weskubietou, Tick Berry, Bitou Bush. The first three of these Afrikaaner words, the clue to its home in the Cape of Good Hope.  Found in North Cape, West Cape, East Cape, up through the Drakensberg Mountains and Natal, Swaziland, and the Chimanimani mountains in eastern Zimbabwe. (I walked in these mountains 25 years ago.  Beautiful country; I didn’t notice the bitou.)       

Two sub-species, monilifera (common name: boneseed) & rotundata (common name: bitou bush).  Boneseed is an erect shrub up to 3m high, has long elongated serrated leaves, round fruit and seeds, flowers from late winter to spring. Bitou Bush is a sprawling shrub 1-2m high (much higher when it gets tangled in nearby vegetation), has broad oval smooth-sided leaves, egg-shaped fruit & seeds, flowers year round with a peak from April to June.

In Australlia Bitou Bush is distributed along the east coast, roughly between the Queensland Sunshine Coast and the NSW-Victorian border.  Boneseed is widely distributed across the south coast of the continent, from Victoria to Western Australia. Both species have the potential to spread much further inland.  See maps on NSW National Parks website: http://www.nationalparks.nsw.gov.au/npws.nsf/Content/Bitou+bush

Bitou bush was brought to Australia from 1858 onwards for ornamental and soil conservation purposes.  Ships from South Africa dumping their ballast water along the Australian coast also spread it.  In our region Bitou Bush was first recorded at Stockton in 1908.

From 1946 to 1968 the Soil Conservation Services of NSW used Bitou Bush to stabilise coastal dunes.  During these years sandminers also used bitou to revegetate beaches.

Bitou seeds prolifically.  It can produce 9,500 seeds per square metre.  The seeds, which remain viable for up to 10 years, are spread by birds, native animals, rabbits, foxes, cattle, ants, water, shoes, tyres and clothing. 

Bitou bush rapidly overwhelmed Australilan native species due to:

· its fast growth

· its hardiness  

· its adaptability to a range of habitats and conditions 

· a lack of natural predators in Australia 

· the large number of seeds produced per plant 

· the longevity of seed survival in the soil 

· its high germination rate 

· its dispersal by a number of fauna species

· its ability to reproduce vegetatively 

· its allelopathic affects on other species (Scanlon 1981, 5)  

By the early 1970’s, when government stopped its use in sand stablisation, bitou was established along more than half the NSW coast.  Between 1981 and 2001 bitou’s spread increased 36 per cent.  Bitou now infests 80 per scent of the NSW coast.  Pockets of bitou are found as far away as Melbourne and Menindee Lakes, where it was planted to stabilise sand.  (Scanlon 1981, 5-6) Bitou not only colonises coastal dunes, it also spreads inland and will continue to do so if not controlled (see National Parks map). 

Governments were slow to act on bitou as it mainly spread on non-agricultural land and so was not seen as an economic threat.  But eventually it became clear that bitou threatened large swathes of native bushland and the fauna that lived in it.  Today bitou bush is listed as one of 20 “weeds of national significance’.  There is a national bitou bush and boneseed abatement project, as well as state, regional and local control plans.  Many community groups are also tackling bitou bush.  (Scanlon 1981 10ff)

There are several means of bitou control.  On relatively small sites, like ours at Merewether, cutting back bitou with loppers then grubbing out its roots with mattocks works well.  For larger unpopulated areas, such as Glenrock State Conservation Area and other national parks, aerial spraying with a low concentrate herbicide during winter kills bitou without affecting native vegetation. Various biological agents, including Bitou Tip Moth imported from South Africa, have been tried.  All of these have had some impact, but all of them, and herbicides, have to be augmented by hand clearing and then replanting of local native species.

In our project, it took us only two years to remove bitou by hand and revegetate the dunes with natives.  As the accompanying photos show, what had been a mat of bitou is now a lovely vista of grey-green spinnifex, flowering pigface, and other natives like flannel flowers, coastal wattles and melaleucas.    

Stopping things happening

The key strategic problem with bitou control is social rather than technical.  The usual approach to bitou control (and to most Australian environmental and social problems) is top-down and bureaucratic.  It works like this:

i. A government authority forms a taskforce of experts and stakeholders

ii. There is a period of public consultation involving workshops and meetings with stakeholders

iii. The extent of the problem is documented or mapped

iv. A control plan is developed based on some widely accepted principles 

v. The plan is related to other government strategies

vi. Specific project objectives are developed

vii. Performance indicators are developed to measure the plan’s progress and effectiveness

viii. The strategy is periodically evaluated and revised. 

This 7-step approach is logical but often fails in implementation for two main reasons.  The obvious problem is lack of resources: insufficient manpower and funds to ensure that the plan is carried out.  Less obvious, but equally important, the bureaucratic approach is regulatory rather than enabling.  Let’s look at an example of how this plays out in practice. 

Looking as if you’re doing it

We were in the fourth year of our project.  For the past year we had been working on the steep slopes of the headland and nearby carparks.  We had removed a lot of bitou from the site, replacing it with hundreds of native plants.  To avoid erosion we were working cautiously.  That autumn there was unusually heavy rain, causing minor runoff of sand and soil onto the road beneath the site.  

Towards the end of May we got a phone call from our council liaison officer, telling us that a newly appointed council manager had expressed concern about the runoff.  We assured the liaison officer that we were working carefully.  We also explained that the source of the runoff was not our bush regeneration work but a long-standing structural problem with the long set of concrete stairs running down from the carpark to the baths dressing sheds.  Another council staffer had drawn this problem to our attention the year before.  He felt that the steps were so inadequately drained that they would eventually collapse.  He said he had drawn this to the attention of previous manager, with no result.

After our conversation with the liaison officer we discussed the matter among ourselves.  We decided to bring forward something we’d been planning to do later that autumn.  We would construct wooden tiers alongside the stairs where the water was gouging out the soil.  We would fill these tiers with soil and plant native species.  These small garden beds would not fix the structural problem with the stairs but would lessen the sand runoff.    

We told the liaison officer that this was what we intended to do, and she conveyed the information to her manager, who in turn told the manager who had complained about the runoff. 

Note what is happening here: 

· The manager reacts to a perceived problem by trying to control it.  He acts on insufficient information. He doesn’t investigate further.  He doesn’t talk to the community volunteers doing the work.

· We hear from council staff only when there is as problem.  In three and half years no one from the council, staff member or office holder, has come to us and said: “You’re doing a great job.”  Or has asked: “What do you need to do your work more effectively?” (Our council liaison officer, however, did always respond to our requests for assistance.) 

· We are doing the council’s work.  Instead of the council tackling the structural problem with the stairs, we come up with a temporary fix: planting to slow down the run-off. 

· We are helping the council to look as if it is doing its job, when it is not.

· We are annoyed by the way the council handles the issue.  But we understand what is going on.  So we give the council staff involved what they need.  We are then free to get on with our real work of coastal rehabilitation.

This story illustrates the flaw in the regulatory approach to environmental projects.  The underlying problem is not the behaviour of individual staff but the way work is structured and thought about.  In the bureaucratic model of work action is top-down.  A few people devise a work plan in the hope that many other people will implement it.  Note the word “hope”.  There are no mechanisms for ensuring that the plan is carried out.
  Indeed, given the usual lack of resources and competing work pressures, implementation of a particular plan may be doomed from the start.  Too often the result is that people are acting as if they’re doing something rather than actually doing it.  They may not be aware that this is what they’re doing, but doing it they are.   

Making thing happen
Two sorts of action can help us to develop a different, more effective way of working.

The long-term solution is adequately resourced projects and fundamental change in work culture and structure.  This will require policy action by governments. In the meantime savvy and determined leaders can initiate change in their own organizations.   

This last idea is not new, and there are plenty of examples of effective change strategies.  Robert Townsend was an American who as CEO of Avis car rentals in the 1960’s took it from a loss-making organisation to a highly profitable one.  He described how he did it in his 1975 book, Up The Organisation.  In essence, he said this:

Most CEO’s hide in their offices behind their titles.  The solution is to take their offices from them.  Give them a pigeonhole for their messages and correspondence.  Then they have to respond to their correspondence and messages standing up and can no longer hide in their offices.  The rest of the time they move around asking their staff what they most need to do their job better.  Then they make sure staff get what they need. 

Townsend’s approach might sound simplistic.  But it works.  Just look at leaders who get things done.  They don’t caught up in routines and rituals like meeting with other managers and writing documents.  They help their staff to do their work.  They enable them. 

A second way to encourage more effective environmental work in Australia is to make room for community-initiated projects.  In our case the manager saw his relationship with the community group as purely regulatory. Acting on insufficient information, he expressed concern about erosion.  He expected his concern to be passed down the work hierarchy to the community group.  He did not seek further information about the problem by speaking to the community group or to his own on-ground workers. 

This manager is not doing what Townsend advocates.  He is not getting out of his office, investigating problems and enabling workers.  Rather, he is reproducing the hierarchical and controlling organizational culture in which he has been socialized. And in doing this he is inhibiting rather than enabling work.

Managers like this need to learn how to analyse and act in a different way.  In the next paper in this series I discuss how they might do this. 

 References

Adair, Robin et al 2004 Boneseed and bitou bush Victorian Department of Primary Industries http://www.dpi.vic.gov.au/dpi/nreninf.nsf/LinkView/313C104CB5DD631ACA256BCF000AD54EECC844336D72F0634A256DEA00293F8A
Author unknown Bitou Bush National Parks and Wildlife Service, Department of Environment & Climate Change NSW http://www.nationalparks.nsw.gov.au/npws.nsf/Content/Bitou+bush And follow links to other pages on key threatening processes etc 

Author unknown Bitou bush (Chrysanthemoides monilifera ssp rotundata) Eurobodalla Shire Council

http://www.esc.nsw.gov.au/Weeds/Sheets/shrubs/S%20Bitou%20bush.htm
Jones, Glenys 1990 Flower of the Month — Boneseed! Eucryphia (Newsletter of the Tasmanian Reigon, Society for Growing Australian Plants), December http://asgap.org.au/weeds7.html
van Jaarsveld, Ernst 2001 Chyrsathemoides monilifera South African National Biodiversity Institute http://www.plantzafrica.com/plantcd/chrysanthmon.htm
Wilkie, Lance Bitou Bush—Its Effects on Biodiversity.  Australian Museum Online http://www.amonline.net.au/factsheets/bitou_bush.htm 
Further reading 
Landström, Catharina ‘A more authentic Australia': Cultural narratives in biological control research Science as Culture Volume 14, Number 1, March 2005, pp. 59-75(17)]
� Research shows that performance management systems generally wind up as paper exercises that do not enhance performance.  See the discussion in Foley 2001, 48.





