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Director’s Report

-by Professor Max Finlayson

Crime scene investigation
In recent times I’ve enjoined discus-
sions about the role of professional 
researchers in environmental enquiry 
and investigations. 

These have taken very different 
directions with one being how to 
respond to what may seem to be 
unprofessional criticism of your work 
in the public domain. This can be all 
very different from addressing even 
a harsh peer review of your journal 
manuscripts – most of this is at the 
very least cased in a shroud of pro-
fessionalism and there is usually a 
right of response. 

But other worlds exist and it seems 
that the shrouds that we may expect 
may not exist, or are dispensed with 
pretty quickly when you wander into 
the arena of public enquiry. You can 
quickly find yourself in a cauldron. I 
am trying to write a perspective on 
this based on some unexpected, 
bizarre and disappointing experienc-
es, as well as some more positive 
examples, and have this published in 
a peer reviewed journal. It is an inter-
esting exercise – getting an accept-
able text is causing delays. 

Alongside this I have been reflecting 
on some of the more investigative 
work from some of the public-ori-
ented enquiry I have been involved 
with. Dealing with mining impacts 
– claimed and actual – has had its 
moments in terms of corporate and 
public acceptability of your credibility 
and heritage! Water reform and even 
reforming the water reform has also 
provided plenty of opportunity for full 
immersion. 

A recent exercise in another country 
has provided a few more twists and 
while perplexing I think they illustrate 
where we need to head with environ-
mental enquiry.

Let me paraphrase – a massive 
environmental change occurs 
downstream of a factory with envi-
ronmental compliance problems; one 
and one obviously make two and a 
number of hypotheses are produced 
along these lines; some sectors of 
the community welcome these; some 
others do not see the same relation-
ship and other hypotheses appear, 
including one by my colleagues and 
myself; this is all post event – we are 
hindcasting with limited information 
and a lot of uncertainty; the factory 
and the government fund further 
investigations; further pre-existing 
information is found which throws  
our hypothesis off beam; the govern-
ment prosecutes and the court finds 
the factory guilty as they could not 
prove an alternate cause; the com-
pany does not appeal.

 
shattered hypothesis

We sit there with our shattered 
hypothesis, berate those who did not 
make the critical information avail-
able earlier, marvel at the shift in the 
burden of proof from the regulator 
to the operator, and still cannot see 
a plausible hypothesis. And start to 
form another! We can sit and marvel 
about this forever and nothing may 
change. Further investigation at 
the affected sited has not occurred, 
multiple and different hypotheses 
still exist, the court has supplied a 
ruling based on “formal legal truth’. A 
proposed management plan for the 
site has not been done. There are 
suggestions that parts of the system 
are recovering. 

How do we address this? We see a 
conundrum based on the ecological 
uncertainty of addressing a com-
plex problem post priori. There is a 
complex social environment based 
around attribution of blame and 
calls for compensation. We have an 
ecological system that underwent a 
major change, assumedly suddenly, 
but perhaps not – the same evidence 
that shattered our hypothesis may 
suggest otherwise! 

We have a legal overlay and a shift-
ing of the burden of proof – how 
many environmental campaigners 
would like that? We are dealing with 
uncertainty and complexity and we 
seem stumped. We need to sit back 
and re-examine the scene as well as 
the lines of evidence that we have 
been assuming. 

And here is what I am now thinking – 
we have the crime scene, the victim, 
and a classic ‘who dunnit’. How do 
we get the evidence? We can con-
struct scenarios, and the scientific 
equivalent of Miss Marple or Hercule 
Poirot may appear, or not. Leaving 
aside any specific examples we do 
need a rethink. How do we examine 
the crime scene, and work through 
the evidence and establish the most 
plausible lines of evidence, and 
convince the wider community and 
our peers that these are plausible? 
Do we accept the reversal of proof 
from the regulator to the supposed 
perpetrator?And where I’d like to 
go – can we identify those with allied 
skills who could help us walk this 
path? 

We intend doing the latter, starting 
with our immediate colleagues, and 
looking at how we could contribute 
to improved assessment of complex 
ecological change with an accompa-
nying or adorned layer of uncertainty 
all encompassed within an equally 
complex social and institutional land-
scape. Two words that always horri-
fied me when learning to spell were 
quagmire and conundrum – they now 
characterise my research interests.
 
If you would like to join us in 
exploring the construction 
of a “CSI” for environmental 
investigation and enquiry please 
do.
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New Grants
External grants
Who is to blame? Identifica-
tion of nest predators of Tas-
manian songbirds, Massaro, M. 
& Lawrence, C. (PhD candidate), 
(2014-2015) ANZ Trustees Foun-
dation-Holsworth Wildlife Research 
Endowment, $6000

Social research to support the 
Gunbower Island Environmen-
tal Water and Forest Protection 
projects, Curtis, A. & Mendham, 
E.  (2014-2018) North Central 
Catchment Management Authority, 
$100,000 (More on page 7)

Community connections, older 
and vulnerable community 
members – identifying, explor-
ing and addressing community 
needs within the Blue Mountains, 
Ingham, V.  (2014-2015) Funded 
equally by CSU, Blue Mountains City 
Council, Katoomba Neighbourhood 
Centre, and Springwood Neighbour-
hood Centre Cooperative.  Each 
partner contributed $10 000. Total 
$40,000 (More on page 5)

Learning Communities,  Rafferty, 
J., Scott, N., Masterman–Smith, H.,  
Laird, S. (2014-2015) Department of 
Education, $827,083 

Fecundity and egg quality of 
dusky flathead (Platycephalidae 
fuscus) in East Gippsland, Victoria, 
Humphries, P., & Kopf, K.  Depart-
ment of Primary Industries (2014-
2015) $49,638

Internal grants
Recipients of the Institute’s Early 
Career Researcher Capacity-building 
Program ($5000 grants) are:

Dr Melanie Massaro, for the 
development  of a small pilot study 
‘Plasticity in avian life history traits: 
can birds adjust to the presence of 
introduced predators?’

Dr Maggie Watson, for equipment 
for the project ‘Parasitic diversity 
and burden in the Sinai Chameleon 
Chamaeleo chamaeleon musae and 
the Mediterranean Chameleon C. c. 
recticrista’

Joanne Ocock, for the development 
of a pilot study, ‘Putting tadpoles 
into place: a pilot study to assess 
methods for determining the role of 
amphibians in floodplain food webs’ 

Dr Shelby Gull Laird for the pilot 
study ‘A cross-cultural comparison 
of hunting for conservation manage-
ment’

Project Updates

Learning Communities
The Regional Centre of Expertise 
Murray-Darling  (RCE-MD) has 
been successful in obtaining over 
$800,000 worth of funding for an 18 
month project that aims to promote 
higher education in low socio-eco-
nomic communities using sustain-
ability education as a platform.

The project, Learning Commu-
nities,  Rafferty, J., Scott, N., 
Masterman –Smith, H., Laird, S. 
(2014-2015) has been funded by the 
Federal Department of Education 
through its Higher Education Partner-
ship Program, Component B which 
aims to promote higher education in 
low socio-economic communities. 
The amount of funding available to 
CSU through this program is based 
on the number of CSU students from 
low socio-economic backgrounds.

The RCE-MD is a consortium of key 
regional stakeholders within and 
across the Murray-Darling commu-
nities that supports and promotes 
sustainable development through 
the integration of research. It is the 
fourth such centre to be established 
in Australia and is acknowledged by 
the United Nations University. CSU is 
one of the partners in the consortium 
which is anchored within ILWS.

The RCE-MD was invited by the 
Dean of Students, Professor Julia 
Coyle, to develop a proposal for a 
project to use this funding which was 
approved in June. ILWS members 
involved in the project are Dr John 
Rafferty, Dr Helen Masterman-Smith, 
Dr Shelby Gull Laird and ILWS busi-
ness manager Nikki Scott, the pro-
ject manager. Also involved is Marie 
Sheehan, who recently finished her 
PhD. They will lead a small team of 
people who will work with communi-

ties, schools and students, particular-
ly Years 5 and 6 in Primary School, 
and years 10 and 11 in Middle High 
School.

“The Australian curriculum points to 
sustainability as a key priority area 
to integrate all subjects,” says Dr 
Rafferty, the RCE-MD’s coordinator. 
“So we are using that as our platform 
to educate and skill students around 
sustainability but at the same time 
our main goal is to get the students 
excited about higher education 
opportunities. We are living in a 
changing environment...we are going 
to need teachers, physiotherapists, 
scientists, agronomists, engineers 
and alike who can adapt to work 
within a new environment.”

Among the RCE-MD resources 
available to the Learning Communi-
ties program is a Mobile Learning 
Centre (MLC) that facilitates a range 
of hands-on educational experiences 
concerning water and energy con-
servation. The MLC (a large tow-
able van/trailer) is getting a $80,000 
retrofit and will include a class set of 
iPads.  The intention is to expand its 
scope beyond water and energy. The 
trailer is managed by the Institute 
and once the learning Communities 
project is finished can be used for 
other projects in the future. 

The Program will involve profes-
sional development for teachers, 
liaison with communities, developing 
on-going partnerships etc.“We have 
funding to put into the communities 
which we could use for things like 
incursions to  universities, visiting 
professors, setting up an on-going 
research activity, mentoring program 
etc,” says Dr Rafferty.

The RCE-MD is aligned with the 
Institute’s Environmental Jus-
tice and Governance for Social 
Change SRA. “This program cer-
tainly complements and enhances 
existing research program within the 
Environmental Justice and Govern-
ance for Social Change SRA,” says 
Dr Rafferty.

The project began in July and will 
run for 18 months and will involve 
schools and communities in North-
East Victoria and the Southern 
Riverina. (More next page)
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Old Survey Trees
A study of old survey heritage trees 
bearing the marks of past surveyors  
has attracted a lot of interest and 
responses from the community.

Since the call went out to land-
holders and the community in the 
Greater Hume, Lockhart and Corowa 
shires for assistance in finding these 
trees, the researchers have located 
67 trees throughout the region.

“We’ve had a lot of community inter-
est in the project, which has resulted 
in the discovery of many trees of 
historic importance,” said Dr Peter 
Spooner, who leads the project 
Survey heritage trees: an assess-
ment of their abundance, condi-
tion and history, (2013-2014).
 
“Although not every landholder was 
successful, it was clear that many 
were out there looking for old survey 
trees on their properties.  So I thank 
those farmers who spent some time 
searching for these trees. Due to the 
ravages of time, unfortunately, many 
of the markings on the trees have 
either decayed or grown over, so no 
wonder it was quite difficult for many 
farmers to locate them.”

The first part of the project [funded 
by Slopes To Summit and the NSW 
Environmental Trust] was to locate 
the old survey trees, many of which 
have heritage values, has been 
completed.

“We’ve now moved into the next 
phase of the project, to investigate 
the history of these trees,” said Dr 
Spooner. CSU Honours student Jake 
Shoard is assisting Dr Spooner in 
describing the biophysical aspects 
of each tree i.e. what condition the 
tree is in, where it is, what patterns 
have been discovered, and using 

historic records and maps, ascertain 
its history.

“Where possible we want to develop 
a narrative or story to each tree,” 
said Dr Spooner. “Land and Property 
Information (LPI) [a division of the 
NSW Office of Finance and Ser-
vices] have provided a huge amount 
of in-kind assistance in helping us 
identify why the trees were marked 
and also with some aspects of their 
histories.”

To do this the department has 
provided the researchers with the 
original land portion plans, some of 
which date back to the 1870s. “By 
accessing these plans, we have 
been able to verify the markings on 
each tree, when they were marked, 
and why,” said Dr Spooner.

Dr Spooner  is also grateful for the 
assistance provided by many inter-
ested current and retired surveyors 
working in various government 
departments and elsewhere in NSW. 
“These folks played an important 
role in the development of the coun-
try, and many have great stories to 
tell, which they are keen to share,” 
said Dr Spooner.

The researchers have identified 
different groups of trees, some of 
which they anticipated, and some of 

Dr Peter Spooner standing next to 
a rare of example of a survey blaze 
tree for an unused cemetery reserve, 
Corowa district. Pic by Mitchell Francis

Dr Rafferty sees opportunities 
for other members of ILWS to be 
involved in the community engage-
ment aspect of the project.

“If we are working with a school 
in North-East Victoria and that’s 
a major area for a bird study for 
example, what better opportunity for 
a scientist working on birds to come 
in and talk about their research. Or 
if we are working in a community 
where there is a water study what 
a great opportunity to get the kids 
of the school involved and tie it into 
the curriculum and have a great link 
with the research. It is a true good 
news story for opportunities for the 
Institute.”

Our Place-Riverina and 
Murray
The “Our Place-Riverina and 
Murray” project which involves ILWS 
researchers Dr John Rafferty, Dr 
Helen Masterman-Smith, Dr Shelby 
Gull Laird and Dr Jillian Dunphy,  has 
been running for almost two years. 

It will be officially “launched” by the 
Regional Manager South West, Mr 
Graeme Enders, from the NSW 
Office of Environment and Herit-
age, who are funding the project, on 
Monday, August 18 at the Board-
room, Albury-Wodonga campus 
(10.30am to 3.30pm) as part of the 
2014 National Science Week.  It will 
be followed by a showcase of the 
projects’ achievements so far.

The project aims to help communi-
ties to protect their natural environ-
ment and to live more sustainably. 
and is part of a suite of regional ini-
tiatives by the NSW OEH. It seeks to 
work with regional partners (eg. local 
organisations, schools and councils), 
to engage with their communities 
around environmental issues that 
matter to them locally. 

“The program  has already been run 
in Greater Western Sydney, extend-
ed, enhanced and refined in the Riv-
erina through our group and is soon 
to be established in the Illawarra,” 
says Dr Rafferty. “It is an innovative, 
research-based program that ena-
bles local communities to respond to 
their own priorities around protecting 
environments and sustainability.”

“The two projects, the Our Place-Riverina 
and Murray, and the Learning Communities, 
are a really great story for our SRA. What 
we have effectively done is get just under 
$1million of funding for community engage-
ment projects which provide fantastic 
opportunities for research and engagement 
because we are working with communities 
on real issues in real time . These projects 
are tangible artefacts of the University’s 
Strategy” - Dr John Rafferty
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which they didn’t. “The main group 
identified are corner reference trees 
or permanent markers, which were 
normally blazed  at each corner of 
a paddock,” said Dr Spooner.  “We 
have found quite a few of these, 
but unfortunately, many have suc-
cumbed to the ravages of time, with 
markings very hard to decipher. With 
eucalypts in particular, the blaze and 
markings have grown over or dete-
riorated to such an extent that you 
just can’t read them anymore. 
However on other species such as 
murray pines, some of the markings 
have preserved surprisingly well.”

Where the researchers have been 
able to read the markings on the 
tree, they have been able to accu-
rately date when the survey took 
place. 

“Another group of trees possess-
ing the markings ‘BM’, which stands 
for benchmark, and other numbers 
inscribed, initially caused puzzle-
ment for the research team,” said Dr 
Spooner. “The reason was the num-
bering did not align to any known 
plans or maps.  However landhold-
ers had reported many of these trees 
occurring along roadsides in the 
Corowa-Savernake-Berrigan area.  

“With assistance from staff from 
NSW State Water, we’ve now identi-
fied that a number of these trees 
date back to 1932 when surveys 
were conducted to develop irrigation 
in this area. These ‘BM’ trees are 
common in the area because the 
surveyors had to accurately survey 
the lie and fall of the land to plot the 
path of proposed channels, as well 
as plan for expected flooding. As 
a result, a grid work of these ‘BM’ 
marked trees were marked almost 
every mile or so in the irrigation 
districts. From the evidence we have 
obtained from this project, it would 
appear that many of these trees still 
survive in varying conditions.”

A third group of trees has been 
loosely grouped as “trees for very 
specific purposes.”

“These are survey trees that have 
been marked for purposes such as 
trig stations, or boundaries of other 
specific land-uses such as roads or 
cemeteries,” said Dr Spooner. 
“We’ve also located some unusual 

markings on trees along in Travelling 
Stock routes, and along the Murray 
River, which are still under investiga-
tion, but potentially link back to early 
surveys in the 1860-70s.”

The researchers are still document-
ing the trees’ histories. Once this 
phase is completed Dr Spooner 
intends to get back to the landhold-
ers who participated in the project 
and share with them the stories of 
the trees on their properties.

“These trees are living heritage,” 
said Dr Spooner.  “In rural areas, old 
survey trees serve as one of the few 
remaining physical legacies of its 
land settlement history.  It is vital that 
we record the location and charac-
teristics of old survey trees before 
they, and the stories they tell, are 
lost forever. This information may be 
used to assist in the development 
of cultural heritage or eco tours of 
particular council areas, to share the 
stories and history of land settlement 
in NSW.”

Community Connections
Following last year’s devastating 
bushfires in the Blue Mountains, a 
research project involving CSU and 
community partners is underway 
to identify, explore and address the 
needs of older vulnerable people 
living in that region.

The year- long project is being led 
by ILWS member Dr Val Ingham, a 
senior lecturer in emergency man-
agement at CSU’s Australian Gradu-
ate School of Policing and Security.

“Following the October 2013 bush-

fires in the Blue Mountains when 
residents’ lives were disrupted for 
weeks and nearly 200 homes were 
destroyed, a range of community 
vulnerabilities were identified,” says 
Dr Ingham.  “This research intends to 
develop strategies to connect com-
munity members and organisations 
in order to better plan for vulnerable 
and ageing populations both in day 
to day life and in times of future 
emergency.”

The project Community connec-
tions, older and vulnerable com-
munity members – identifying, 
exploring and addressing com-
munity needs within the Blue 
Mountains (2014-2015) is funded 
equally by CSU, Blue Mountains City 
Council, Katoomba Neighbourhood 
Centre, and Springwood Neighbour-
hood Centre Cooperative.  

The research collaborators are Dr 
Val Ingham and Dr Sarah Redshaw 
(CSU), Ms Kath Harrison, (General 
Manager, Katoomba Neighbourhood 
Centre), Ms Toni Quigley, (Man-
ager, Springwood Neighbourhood 
Centre Cooperative) and Ms Prue 
Hardgrove, (Ageing and Disability 
Officer, Blue Mountains City Council).

The City of Blue Mountains straddles 
the mountain ridge in a 75 kilome-
tre ribbon development serviced 
by one major arterial road and one 
main railway corridor. The City has 
a population of nearly 79 000 living 
in 33 348 dwellings scattered across 
25 separate hamlets. The Blue 
Mountains has a higher proportion 
of people aged over 65 years than 
the rest of NSW and Australia. (More 
next page)  

‘Community Connections’ partners (L-R) Dr Sarah Redshaw (CSU), Ms Toni Quig-
ley (SNCC), Kath Harrison (KNCC), Ms Prue Hardgrave (BMCC) & Dr Val Ingham 
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(This is more than 11 700 individuals 
or 15.6 % of the Blue Mountains pop-
ulation), and there is a higher propor-
tion of lone older person households 
(3 100, or 10.6% of the Blue Moun-
tains population) compared to 9.2% 
for NSW and 8.8% for Australia. 

“Specific challenges arise for older, 
vulnerable and at risk members 
of the Blue Mountains community 
due to the natural geography and 
topography of the region, the known 
natural disaster risks (such as bush-
fires, earthquakes, severe weather 
storms), the ribbon development, 
demographic profile, and the vari-
able public infrastructure,” says Dr 
Ingham.

“There are a number of contributors 
to vulnerability including living alone, 
low income, and unemployment. 
Other factors are ageing, living with 
dementia, disability, chronic debili-
tating illness, and/or chronic mental 
health issues. In addition, social 
vulnerability or lack of social support 
increases overall vulnerability.”
The research is being conducted 
through interviews, focus groups, 
and a postcard survey delivered 
with Blue Mountains City Council 
rates notices asking people about 
their neighbourhood connections. 
The survey is also accessible at 
the neighbourhood centres, council 
offices and libraries.

“This research will identify the needs 
of vulnerable community groups and 
inform strategies to develop and 
increase individual and community 
resilience during possible extended 
periods of isolation,” says Dr Ingham. 
“These can arise, for example, from 
road closures and the halt of public 
transport due to natural disaster, lack 
of power during major outages, and 
situations arising from lack of con-
nection to the wider community.

“We are especially interested to talk 
to vulnerable community members 
who are dealing with chronic illness 
or disability, frailty, and social isola-
tion. The more we can find out about 
people’s needs for social connection 
the more we can mobilise resources 
to help them.”

The project was launched at the 
Springwood Sports Club on Tues-
day May 27 and included a talk 

on ageing and social isolation by 
Associate Professor Michael Fine, a 
sociologist from Macquarie Universi-
ty known for his research in the field 
of social policy and human services.

Managing Multi-functional 
Landscapes
As part of an international project 
funded by the USA Joint Fire Scienc-
es Program, ILWS social research-
ers are testing a novel approach 
to engage stakeholders who make 
decisions about the management 
of their local environment where the 
topic is contentious.

“For example, a contentious topic 
may be about the management of 
public land at the interface of rural 
towns/forests/farmland particularly 
related to bushfires,” said Prof Allan 
Curtis, who leads the Australian 
component of the project  Managing 
Multi-functional Landscapes at 
the Interface of Public Forests and 
Private Land (2013-14).  The case 
study  for the Australian component 
is being undertaken by Prof Curtis 
and Dr Maureen Rogers.  The pro-
ject is part of a larger project led by 
Institute adjunct A/Prof Eric Toman, 
from Ohio State University with 
another collaborator at University of 
Colorado, Hannah Brenkert-Smith.

“A typical social science approach 
is to bring the stakeholders together 
and get them to explore their values 
and discuss their attitudes about 
what should happen,” said Prof 
Curtis. “The assumption is that such 
approaches enable the participant to 
reach an agreement about the way 
forward, or, if they can’t, at least they 
know they have been listened to.”

“There is a range of ways of doing 
but in this project we are capturing 
people’s values about their local 
environment, and attitudes about a 
particular issue before they come to 
the meeting. We are using video as 
an important part of that process.”

The approach being used includes:
• a preliminary exploratory inter-

view with participants repre-
senting the major stakeholders, 
including identifying  issues of 
concern to them in their local 

environment 
• a second interview with each 

person to capture their values 
and attitudes which is video-
taped

• a facilitated workshop with 
the participants (small group 
between 10 and 15) where  the 
individual videos are screened 
as part of a process to evaluate 
the approach.

“Our assumption is that at the 
workshop when participants look at 
the videos that process will not only 
help them understand the values and 
attitudes of other stakeholders, but 
will also help them understand and 
clarify their own attitudes,” said Prof 
Curtis. 

Dr Rogers, who has had previous 
experience in using art of as a way 
of helping community groups and 
stakeholders express and clarify their 
values, has completed the prelimi-
nary interviews and will wrap up the 
video- taping by September. The 
meeting of all participants is planned 
for October.

Prof Curtis said the social scientists 
in America were not video recording 
interviews. Instead they were using a 
process where they prepared “mind 
maps” where notes and diagrams 
were used to provide a represen-
tation of interviewee’s values and 
attitudes.

“What we’ve done is select an issue 

The management of roadsides is  
being used as a case study
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of the new Fish Passage, a strange 
looking structure of conical posts set 
in a concrete channel. 

ILWS researcher Dr Joanne Millar 
has been conducting research on the 
socioeconomic benefits of the fish 
passage to villagers living around the 
wetland since 2011 (see project sum-
mary). During interviews with elders, 
Dr Millar heard about the decline 
in wetland habitat since the 1960s 
due to irrigation development, tree 
clearing and grazing. She mentioned 
the issue to Mr Horrie Poussard of 
Australia Landcare International, and 
they approached the Yea Wetland 
Group for support. After giving a 
presentation to the Upper Goulburn 
Landcare Network in February 2014, 
Dr Millar facilitated the transfer of 
funds to Laos for the revegetation 
works to commence. 

The Fish Passage allows a multitude 
of Mekong fish species to journey 
back to the Pak Peung wetland to 
breed and grow. Funded by ACIAR 
and designed by fisheries research-
ers from the NSW Department of 
Primary Industries and Lao Living 
Aquatic Resources Research Centre, 
it is the first of its kind for the Mekong 
region. Fish are starting to use the 
fish passage so their movements will 
be closely monitored by scientists 
and villagers in the coming years. 
Income and nutrition for villagers 
should also improve with more fish 
available for sale and home con-
sumption. 

After three hours, the job is done. 
Everyone sits back to view their 
work, enjoying a snack and some 
Lao formalities with presentations of 
certificates and words of gratitude 
to all, including their new landcare 
partners in Australia! Lets hope this 
is the start of more revegetation to 
come so that the wetland can be 
restored to its former glory. 

that is not highly contentious but nev-
ertheless, important to the stakehold-
ers in our case study area in the King 
Valley,” said Prof Curtis. “In our case, 
we are examining the management 
of roadsides in the upper King Valley. 

“Fire is linked to this because those 
roadsides are important for access 
and escape; some people see them 
as having the potential to bring fires 
towards them (where grass is long) 
or, if actively managed, providing a 
buffer where there are native forests 
or pines adjoining roadsides opposite 
private property; and others value 
roadsides for their environmental or 
cultural heritage values.

“We know that what we decide at the 
workshop is not going to determine 
what happens on the roadsides in 
the upper King Valley. However the 
participants know that this is an issue 
that affects them and that decisions 
about the management of roadsides 
can be determined at a local scale. 
So it is a realistic case study.”

Prof Curtis says the expected out-
come of the project was a methodol-
ogy that may lead to better decision 
making for a range of topics. “If we 
think this methodology works what 
we will do is take it to a more con-
tentious context such as the role of 
planned burns,” he says.

Gunbower Island
Institute social scientists have been 
engaged to assist a CMA identify the 
values that local people attach to a 
Murray River island.

Gunbower Island, bounded by the 
Murray River to the north and the 
Gunbower Creek to the south is 
internationally recognised for its envi-
ronmental values. 

For the project Social research 
to support the Gunbower Island 
Environmental Water and Forest 
Protection projects, (2014-2018)
the North Central Catchment Man-
agement Authority (NC CMA) has 
contracted Professor Allan Curtis 
and Dr Emily Mendham to conduct a 
survey of local residents. The survey 
will ask 500 local people about how 
they value Gunbower Island, the 
issues that are important to them, 
their knowledge of the Gunbower 

Island, and their views about how 
the area should be managed into the 
future. 

The information provided will help 
the NC CMA carry out three new 
large projects funded by the Austral-
ian Government through nationally 
competitive grant schemes. The esti-
mated total value of the three pro-
jects is over $5 million. The work will 
focus on the control of pest plants 
and animals and the application of 
environmental water to the Island 
to improve the health of Gunbower 
Island, support migratory birds and 
protect some endangered species of 
plants and animals.

These activities should also help to 
maintain the values that local people 
attach to Gunbower Island. The NC 
CMA realises that local people may 
be concerned about the impact of 
these projects on their access and 
use of Gunbower Island, and the 
survey provides local people with the 
opportunity to raise those issues. 

The survey is currently being devel-
oped and will be mailed out in the 
coming months. A repeat survey will 
be conducted in five years time, at 
the end of the project, to explore any 
changes in the values, knowledge 
and concerns of local people. 

SRA News

Improving Rural Livelihoods 
and Environments in Devel-
oping Countries
Lao Fish Passage project boosted  
by Dr Joanne Millar

Near the tiny village of Pak Peung 
nestled on the banks of the mighty 
Mekong River in Laos, the sound 
of excited school children fills the 
humid tropical air. 

They are planting trees donated 
by the Yea Wetland Group in 
Victoria, Australia. It is World 
Environment Day 2014 and the 
children (right) are joined by local 
government officials, University 
researchers, fisheries scientists 
and villagers. Everyone is pitch-
ing in, planting 500 trees and 
grasses to stabilise the banks 

http://www.csu.edu.au/research/ilws/research/summaries/ps/fishharvestinglaos
http://www.csu.edu.au/research/ilws/research/summaries/ps/fishharvestinglaos
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Food Security and Regional 
Australia
The Institute has a new SRA led by 

Associate Professor Vaughan Hig-
gins (pictured above). 

Its aim is: “To improve understand-
ing of food system vulnerability 
in rural and regional Australia, 
evaluate the adequacy of existing 
policy and planning responses 
to vulnerability, and to conduct 
research that contributes to the 
development of more sustainable 
and resilient food systems.”

The development of the Institute’s 
newest Strategic Research Area, 
Food Security and Regional Austral-
ia, is set to put ILWS on the map in 
the food security space, both within 
the University and outside of it.

The Institute’s Associate Director A/
Prof Vaughan Higgins, who leads the 
new SRA, says the SRA has come 
about as a result of discussions with 
various people both within ILWS and 
the Graham Centre for Agricultural 
Innovation over the past year or so.

It will specifically engage with a 
range of issues including:
• the international governance 

pressures that influence Austral-
ian domestic food security

• the implications of climate 
change, reduced water avail-
ability and rising energy costs for 
food production

• inequalities in access to healthy 
food

• food sovereignty and democratic 
control over food systems

The new SRA includes members 
from a range of disciplinary areas 
including rural sociology, agricul-
tural science, nutrition and dietetics, 
environmental science and business 
as well as a practitioner/entrepreneur 
active  in promoting local food in 
Wagga Wagga. 

They include A/Prof Vaughan Hig-
gins, Prof Allan Curtis, A/Prof Branka 
Krivokapic-Skoko, Dr Joanne Millar, 
(all ILWS),Jane Roots (PhD candi-
date), A/Prof Andrew Rawson, Jackie 
Priestly, Janice Sangster (all CSU 
adjuncts), and Pennie Scott.

“The SRA is called Food Security 
and regional Australia,” says A/
Prof Higgins. “There is an important 
reason for that. If we had called it 
food security in regional Australia it 
would suggest that the focus is on 
food security policy challenges and 
so forth within Australia but we have 
members who are doing research 
outside Australia on food security so 
it is important to include them, mainly 
because, a lot of the discourse 
around food security in Australia is 
about developing capacity in devel-
oping countries to improve their food 
security.”

He says also Australia very much 
tries to promote itself as the food 
bowl for Asia. “In government circles 
Australian agriculture is all about 
providing cheap food to the growing 
Asian middle classes,” he says. “So 
even though it is important to have 
a regional focus as that is where the 
food is produced in Australia, we 
also, as an SRA, need to be care-
ful that we look outside Australia as 
well.”

A/Prof Vaughan says the SRA was 
formed to put ILWS on the map in 
the food security space both within 
the University and outside the Uni-
versity.  Even though the Institute 
has a number of SRAs, none have a 
specific focus on food though it does 
have researchers working on pro-
jects with food producers and in food 
production.  

Within the University there have 
been various discussions in forming 
a food security group.

“So this SRA was set up to help draw 
those working in the broad area of 
food security together,” says A/Prof 
Higgins.  “Outside the University we 
need to put CSU on the map as well 
in the food security space because 
there is a lot of food security related 
groups popping up around Australia. 
But, from what I can tell, none are 
focussing on regional Australia. A 
lot appear to be focussing on food 
security in very general terms, as an 
issue about developing capacity in 
developing countries....with its focus 
on regional Australia our group is 
quite different to the others.”

The new SRA will be launched at an 
Eat Local Thursday event in Wagga 
in September. 

A major activity for the SRA will be 
the Food Security and the Murray-
Darling Basin conference in Novem-
ber.  This will follow a project devel-
opment workshop to be held most 
likely in October as members of the 
SRA are keen to get some collabora-
tive projects underway. 

Activities conducted under the 
banner of this SRA are expected to 
have important potential impacts on 
future food policies from how food 
is produced and where, to issues 
associated with access to healthy 
and culturally appropriate food.

Sustainable Business Devel-
opment in Regional Aus-
tralia SRA
The co-leaders of this SRA, Profes-
sor John Hicks and A/Prof PK Basu, 
certainly have a busy couple of 
months coming up in terms of confer-
ence presentations and workshops.

First there is a conference in Wales, 
the 43rd Annual Conference of 
the Regional Science Association 
(British and Irish Section),  August 
19 to 21, where A/Prof Basu is 
presenting a paper on ‘The determi-
nants of farm profitability and suc-
cession potential amongst farmers in 
Australia’s Wimmera district’. Co-
authors are A/Prof P.K. Basu, Prof 
Allan Curtis, Dr Emily Mendham and 
Dr Girijasankar Mallik (University of 
Western Sydney). 
Conference attendance is being 
funded by ILWS.
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Then there is the Australian 
Regional Development Confer-
ence, in Albury, October 15 to 17,  
where Institute Director Prof Max 
Finlayson is a key-note speaker. His 
paper is titled ‘Supporting Dynamic 
and Sustainable Socio-Environmen-
tal Systems: Realities, Challenges 
and Opportunities with the Murray-
Darling Basin Water Plan.’  

On the last day of the conference 
Prof Hicks and A/Prof PK Basu 
will be conducting a workshop on 
“Regional Economic Development – 
Opportunities, Prospects and Chal-
lenges”. 

The basic purpose of this workshop 
is to analyse the changing pattern 
of industry structure and labour 
market opportunities in the context 
of regional economic development, 
identify the areas of positive develop-
ments, the areas of future opportuni-
ties, and challenges. Also involved in 
the workshop are Adjunct A/Prof Tom 
Murphy (CSU), Dr Paul Collitts (Eco-
nomic Development Advisor, Gosford 
City Council, NSW) and Ms Danielle 
Ranshaw (CEO, Western Research 
Institute, Bathurst, NSW).

The workshop will be an interac-
tive discussion based on the major 
findings of four research projects  on 
regional labour markets conducted 
by the discussion leaders, namely:

• Shift Share employment analysis 
for the 105 sectors in the non-
metro regions of Australia for 
the 2 census periods 2006 and 
2011. (Shift share analysis identi-
fies which industries are growing 
or declining and what are the 
causes of the growth or decline.) 
The associated paper is Basu, 
P.K.,  Murphy, T.  & Hicks, J. 
(2014) ‘The changing pattern of 
regional employment in Australia 
2006-2011: A shift-share analysis 
of Census data.

• Determinants of employability 
and earnings returns in met-
ropolitan and regional labour 
markets in NSW using CURF 
data from the 2006 Census. The 
associated paper is Basu, P.K.,  
Mallik, G. & Hicks, J. (2014) 
‘Earnings outcomes in metropoli-
tan and regional labour markets 
– a gender based analysis for 
New South Wales and Victoria’.

• Structural changes in Austral-
ian farming – a quantitative 
analysis with primary data on 
regional Victoria which generate 
information on farm productivity, 
land-use pattern and succession 
planning.

• Mining operations and corporate 
social responsibility - analyses 
the impacts of a large mining 
operation on the local communi-
ties in the Central West region of 
NSW in Australia.

“Regional economic development 
is a serious concern in Australia, 
particularly at a point of time when 
economic bases are changing 
rapidly,” said A/Prof Basu. “Closure 
of manufacturing and other indus-
trial organisations in recent years is 
becoming a common feature which 
clearly indicates significant structural 
change in regional economies.

“Farming in regional and rural areas 
is facing serious challenges due to 
climate changes and growing inter-
national competition. Mining activities 
have contributed to economic growth 
of certain regions; but concern is 
growing over a potential disconnect 
between the value generated by the 
mining industry and the return to the 
local community. 

“On the supply side, labour market 
conditions are changing due to 
change in demographics of the 
Australian population. Gaps in labour 
market outcomes between metropoli-
tan cities and regions and between 
men and women are playing sig-
nificant roles in regional economic 
development.” 

A/Prof Basu said the workshop and 
discussion is expected to generate 
a set of recommendations on future 
directions of regional economic 
development in Australia which will 
be beneficial for the policy makers at 
national, state and local levels, and 
for other stakeholders. 

Members of this SRA have also had 
two recent journal publications, one 
on the ethical dilemmas faced by 
multinational corporations in cultur-
ally diverse markets, and the other 
on market efficiency in emerging 
economies – the case of Vietnam.
(See Publications on page 23).  

Another paper recently accepted is 
on the impact of employment spe-
cialization on regional labour mar-
kets.

Community Engage-
ment
Two Institute members – A/Prof 
David Watson, and PhD candidate 
Alexander Knight  - were involved 
in the Holbrook Landcare Network’s  
“Wildlife in our landscape – are we 
making a difference?” event held on 
Wednesday, June 18 in Holbrook, 
with David the MC of the event, and 
Alex presenting on Frogs on Farms.

At the University level
The University’s Vice-Chancellor and 
President Professor Andrew Vann, 
used the recent 2014 Engagement 
Australia Conference: Engage & 
Innovate For Sustainability, held July 
21- 23, at the Wagga Wagga campus 
to launch CSU’s new Community 
Portal, a website designed as a 
‘one-stop-shop’ for the community, 
government and business to access 
information about CSU campuses, 
services and other opportunities.

The University is also partnering 
with community groups under a 
new grants program designed to 
provide educational opportunities 
and research for rural and regional 
people.

“The Community-University Part-
nership program is another way for 
Charles Sturt University to make 
a tangible contribution to our local 
communities,” Professor Vann said.
The CUP program includes grants in 
six categories: Rural and Regional 
Schools Development, Rural and 
Regional Arts and Culture, Rural 
and Regional Sports Development, 
‘Healthy, Active, Sporting Regions’, 
Rural and Regional Community Inte-
grated Research Grants, and Rural 
and Regional Indigenous Community 
Engagement.

Professor Vann said CSU was proud 
of its history of community engage-
ment and committed to seeking 
opportunities to work with rural and 
regional communities in the future.

http://www.csu.edu.au/about/community
http://www.csu.edu.au/about/community
http://www.csu.edu.au/about/community/partnerships
http://www.csu.edu.au/about/community/partnerships
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EVENTS

Coming Up

Food Security in Australia 
conference
The Institute is hosting a three 
day conference later this year that 
focuses on food security in a regional 
Australia context and intends to 
provide insights that may contribute 
to future policy decisions.

The conference builds on other food 
security related activities the Institute 
has held –a public debate on “How 
can we best secure Australia’s future 
food security?” held in August last 
year, and a book launch and one day 
forum on “Food Security in Australia: 
Challenges and Prospects for the 
Future” held in October 2012. 

The conference “Food Security and 
the Murray- Darling Basin - Pros-
pects, Opportunities and Chal-
lenges” is being convened by the 
Institute’s Associate Director A/Prof 
Vaughan Higgins who also leads 
the Institute’s new Food Security 
and Regional Australia Strategic 
Research Area. (pictured below out-
side jones the grocer store in Albury) 

The conference will be held Novem-
ber 19 to 21 at the Albury Entertain-
ment Centre. Themes for the three 
days are:
• Day 1: Feeding the world. Global 

food security and the MDB 
with keynote speakers Dr Nick 
Austin, CEO, Australian Centre 
for International Research and A/
Prof Jane Dixon, National Centre 
for Epidemiology and Population 
Health, ANU;

• Day 2: Climate change and food 
security in the MDB, with key-
note speaker Dr Mark Howden, 
Chief Research Scientist, 
CSIRO Ecosystem Sciences, 
and;

• Day 3: Alternative food futures in 
the MDB with keynote speaker 
Prof Mark Lawrence, Professor 
in Public Health Nutrition, Deakin 
University.

First of its kind

“As far as I know this is the first 
major conference of its kind to focus 
on food security in a regional Aus-
tralia context,” says A/Prof Higgins. 
“Because the Murray-Darling Basin 
produces one third of Australia’s 
food production it is therefore an 
important focus for a conference on 
food security.”

The Murray-Darling 
Basin is facing serious 
and growing challeng-
es which include cli-
mate change, foreign 
ownership of farmland, 
conflicts over land and 
water use, and rising 
fuel costs.

“So the Murray-Darling 
Basin represents a 
pretty important focus 
for those reasons,” 
says A/Prof Higgins. 

“The second reason 
why we are holding 
this conference is to 
improve the profile of 
ILWS in the area of 
food security, which 
is a growing area of 
importance in gov-
ernment policy and 
academic research. 

While he acknowledged that there 
were other competing groups and a 
lot of other conferences in the area 
of food security advertised recently, 
he says what makes the ILWS 
conference different was its regional 
focus, particularly its “place-based” 
focus.

Those attending and taking part in 
the conference will get to hear practi-
tioners, academics and researchers, 
and  people from the government, 
non-government and community 
sectors looking at food security from 
different perspectives and angles. 

“There is a lot of value to be gained 
from sharing insights, research 
findings, experiences...the sharing 
of knowledge is very important but 
also the networking that it leads to as 
well,” says A/Prof Higgins. 

“By sharing experiences and net-
working you can actually work 
towards thinking about issues in 
different ways, which is another 
very important focus of the confer-
ence, and thinking  how things could 
be different enables us to map out 
alternatives that might be available 
to existing ways of producing, dis-
tributing and consuming food in the 
Murray-Darling Basin.”

By looking at alternatives, how things 
could be done differently, the con-
ference is seeking to provide some 
insights that might contribute to 
changes in policy.

A/Prof Higgins said an intended 
output from the conference will be a 
summary of the conference, includ-
ing recommendations that might 
contribute to policy. This would be 
sent to key people from govern-
ment and industry who attended the 
conference. 

“But we will also want to build on that 
list as well to ensure that key policy-
makers in agriculture, food, health 
and water are aware of this as well,” 
says A/Prof Higgins.
 
“We do want concrete outcomes 
from this conference. It’s not some-
thing where people will come along, 
talk about food security, the confer-
ence ends and nothing happens.”
 



http://foodsecuritymdb.wordpress.com
mailto:vhiggins%40csu.edu.au?subject=Food%20Security%20and%20the%20Murray%20Darling%20Basin%20Conference


mailto:kgibbs@csu.edu.au
mailto:wirra@dragnet.com.au
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/a-community-conversation-on-climate-fire-water-and-weather-registration-12027010111
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/a-community-conversation-on-climate-fire-water-and-weather-registration-12027010111
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Speakers at the Climate change and 
the community forum are:

Dr Shelby Gull 
Laird is a Lec-
turer at Charles 
Sturt University 
who researches 
the interactions of 
people with their 

environment through 
education, community engagement 
and even personal connections with 
nature.  She researched aspects 
of natural science climate change 
adaptation as a postdoctoral fellow 
and has shifted her focus to under-
standing the adaptations humans 
are already making to climate 
change impacts as well as how that 
changes the way we relate to and 
interpret our environment.  Shelby 
will speak about the ongoing and 
potential impacts of climate change 
for people, communities and well-
being.

“Climate change and related 
extreme weather events can have 
lasting impacts on view humans 
have about the environment, as well 
as how we view our relationship 
with and to the natural world.  Fortu-
nately, humans are resilient and able 
to adapt well, particularly when these 
adaptations occur on an individual or 
local community level.”  

Mr Barney 
Foran 
studies the 
entrails or 
guts of how 
developed 
economies 
destroy natu-
ral systems 

at home and 
abroad through global supply chains 
and continual expansionary develop-
ment. For the past 20 years he has 
run the numbers on how Australia 
might transition to a low carbon 
economy while keeping something 
like an Australian “way of life”. His 

current work focuses on impact of 
developed economies on the globe’s 
greenhouse pollution, biodiversity, 
land and water. Barney is an adjunct 
research fellow at CSU’s Institute of 
Land Water and Society in Albury.

“Australians are mostly concerned 
with the here-and-now and that 
makes climate change difficult to 
deal with, emotionally and practical-
ly. Mostly I turn to the sports pages 
first where there are a few good wins 
scattered amongst a plethora of nag-
ging groin injuries.

“Dealing with climate change 
requires a bit more backbone and 
a wider spread generosity from us 
all. To counter the climate-damaging 
factors Australia and the rich coun-
tries have to completely revamp their 
energy systems and halve their afflu-
ence and lifestyles. 

“To deal with the inevitable effects of 
climate change locally, we have to 
remake our houses, social makeup 
and food production systems. Other-
wise we’ll hand over a rubbish tip to 
our grandchildren.”

Ms Tracey 
Oakman 
has worked 
in the health 
system for 
27 years, 
and as 
Direc-
tor Public 
Health for 

the past 9 years. She has been 
involved in several projects with 
CSU linked to extreme weather 
events, including smoke pollution/air 
quality and heat wave events. She 
has been on the steering group of 
the Dept Environment and Heritage, 
Integrated Vulnerability Assessment 
for the South East Region. Tracey 
will speak about the effect of climate 
change on health and health ser-
vices.
 

“Extreme weather events can cause 
immediate health impacts on people. 
Longer term climate change can 
lead to migration of populations, this 
can impact on health service avail-
ability and planning. With careful 
planning and education these effects 
can be minimised.”

 
Mr Lewis 
Tinley is 
a second 
year student 
at Charles 
Sturt Univer-
sity, study-
ing envi-
ronmental 
science and 

management. He is the recipient of 
the 2014 David Battersby Award for 
contribution to community and is an 
involved ambassador for his Uni-
versity. He is also a member of the 
Australian Youth Climate Coalition 
(AYCC) through which he has given 
school presentations and attended 
rallies in Melbourne. Lewis is an 
environmental enthusiast and will 
speak about climate change and in 
particular, how it relates to young 
people and what actions they can 
take to prepare and contribute to this 
growing issue. 

“Many of the damaging climate 
processes the scientific community 
are concerned about are already 
taking place around the world. You 
only need to listen to one of Barack 
Obama’s recent Presidential address 
to know that the world’s climate is 
becoming more variable. 

“This is very scary considering the 
amount of action that must take 
place and the short time available 
to do it in. However humans have 
an amazing capacity to respond to 
a threat which is why I believe we 
should be prepared and educated for 
the changing times to come.”

Climate Change and the Community Forum
In the interests of good community engagment, the Institute is assisting the Murray Darling Association in the organi-
sation of a “Climate Change and the Community forum” to be held Tuesday, August 19 at the Albury Entertain-
ment Centre from 9.45am to 12 noon. In the afternoon, at the same venue, ANU is holding a “Living in Australia’s 
Climate: A community conversation on climate, weather, fire and water” from 1 to 3pm. Speakers are Professor 
Janette Lindesay- Climate and weather; Dr Malcom Gill - Climate and fire; and Dr Sara Beavis - Climate and water. 
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Getting on the Rails
Institute adjunct Associate Professor 
Gray’s efforts towards reviving Aus-
tralia’s regional rail  continue with a 
symposium “Getting on the Rails” 
planned for September. 

The symposium, to be held on 
Wednesday, September 17 at CSUs 
Albury-Wodonga campus, follows 
the very successful “Regional Rail 
Revival” symposium held last year in 
May at Blayney, NSW. This seminar 
attracted more than 100 people and 
featured speakers from Canada, 
the Australasian Railway Associa-
tion and the Victorian Department 
of Transport. It was hosted by CSU 
(ILWS),  Blayney Shire Council 
and the Lachlan Regional Trans-
port Committee, with the support of 
Cowra, Harden, Weddin, and Young 
Shire Councils.
 
“Since the Blayney symposium the 
NSW State Government’s interest in 
reopening the railway line south of 
Blayney to Demondrille has pro-
ceeded with the State Government 
having called for tenders,” says A/
Prof Ian Gray. “Tenders close by the 
end of July so on the 17th of Sep-
tember we might have some news 
on what is happening there.”

He says those behind the push 
to have the railway line were very 
encouraged by the fact that three if 
not four organisations have indicated 
their willingness to tender and that 
the Minister for Roads and Ports, 
Duncan Gay spoke optimistically 
when the tenders were called.

For A/Prof Gray, his interest in reviv-
ing regional rail combines a range of 
issues – environmental, economic 
and governance (what is the role of 
government and what is the role of 
local government) in regional Aus-
tralia – that have been his research 
focus for the past 25 years.

The symposium in Albury has been 
organised “to keep the discussion 
going” and he expects representa-
tives from local councils, businesses 
and others interested in regional rail 
(freight) to attend.

“One of the key points discussed at 
Blayney was the involvement of local 
government, co-operation amongst 
councils, and working alongside the 
rail industry,” says A/Prof Gray. “We 
know there is interest in more of that 
sort of thing so we thought it was a 
good idea to bring people together 
to discuss and find out what the 
real underlying issues are and work 
towards solutions.”

A/Prof Gray will speak on “Region-
alisation and the prospects for rail 
freight” and provide a background 
paper for the audience. The paper 
will argue that regional governance 
has the potential to align local devel-
opment goals with national interests. 

“Regionalisation can materialise the 
advantages of railways to foster local 
economic growth and sustainable 
transportation with its social and 
environmental benefits,” says A/Prof 
Gray. ” What can be done regionally 
has not been seriously considered, 
although there are some indications 
of significant and growing interest in 

Victoria.”

Also speaking at the symposium are:
• Reid Mather, Executive Officer 

of the Victorian Alliance of 
Councils for Rail Freight which 
represents 23 Victorian coun-
cils. Topic: Local government 
advancing integrated rail freight 
in regional Victoria.

• Nick Montague,  currently work-
ing in public transport opera-
tions, and former Principal Land 
Use Planner at Queensland Rail. 
Topic: Recent developments in 
Queensland’s regional rail freight 
system and some suggestions 
regarding its governance.

“The alliance has been going for 
some time and has had some suc-
cess and has a lot of experience that 
I think could be shared with NSW,” 
says A/Prof Gray.

Representatives from the Ettamogah 
Rail Hub will be participating in the 
event. 

“They are a small but progressive 
organisation that has been very 
successful in attracting freight to the 
railway system and they work very 
well with local government, local 
industry and the big rail operators,” 
says A/Prof Gray.  “So we are inviting 
them to share their experiences and 
thoughts.”

He says that he would like people, as 
a result of attending the symposium, 
to go away with an idea of how they 
could contribute to the changes that 
are happening; of how they could 
work collaboratively with other organ-
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isations, government and private, 
and academia.

A/Prof Gray and others behind the 
regional rail revival movement would 
like to produce a publication or 
manual that others can use to find 
out how freight gets onto railways; 
how to go about generating a col-
laborative arrangement between 
road and rail industries for example.

“So that, if for example, people in 
a particular area are concerned 
about the cost of freight, the cost of 
road maintenance, they have some 
document, some web page, that they 
can go to, to find out what to do,” he 
says. “I’d also like to back this up 
with some academic publications. 
There are precedents in the UK and 
the USA.”

Opinion

by ILWS Advisory Board member, 
Lorne Butt, Director, and Company 

Secretary, of 
the Institute 
for Sustain-
able Leader-
ship Ltd

During my 
PhD, I was 
surprised at 
how often I 
was asked 
about why 

universities seem to struggle so 
much with becoming more sustain-
able organisations. My interviewees 
often queried whether, and how, the 
work of sustainability researchers 
is used to enrich the universities in 
which they are housed.
 
We know that institutes like ILWS are 
critical in a world where we need to 
continue expanding and deepening 
our understanding of our interactions 
with, and impacts on, the physical 
systems that sustain our livelihoods 
and lifestyles. Bill McKibben’s 2007 
book Deep Economy illustrates how 
where we have come from (More 
and Bigger) needs to evolve to 
something more durable if we are 
to create and nurture a sustainable 
future.

But how often do we think about how 

the work of bodies like ILWS feeds 
into the wider university community 
to support change towards more sus-
tainable practice in higher education 
institutions themselves?
 
Universities know they cannot ignore 
the shift toward sustainable prac-
tice, and there are numerous worthy 
examples around the world of uni-
versities implementing sustainability 
initiatives. CSU’s Albury-Wodonga 
Early Learning and Nurture Centre, 
and Wagga Wagga National Life Sci-
ences Hub are two such examples, 
designed to excellent standards of 
environmental performance.

But there is also a lot of research 
indicating that universities still tend 
to lag behind other types of organi-
sations when it comes to integrating 
sustainable practice into all areas 
of their business. This is concern-
ing given the critical role played by 
universities in shaping students for a 
world where sustainability know-how 
is increasingly becoming a core skill.

The World Trade Organisation noted 
in January this year that ‘the global 
market in green goods, technologies 
and services’ is estimated ‘at some 
$US 1.4 trillion’…..that’s a lot of 
employment and research activity.

So, how do we support the expertise 
embedded in bodies such as ILWS 
to work more closely with other parts 
of universities that are not typically 
aligned to the research agenda to 
help change higher education? 

I think the answer is by working in 
partnership on identified themes 
of mutual collaboration with other 
areas of the university like CSU 
Green. This could be through funded 
projects, event management, educa-
tional development through initiatives 
such as the United Nations Regional 
Centre of Expertise on Educa-
tion for Sustainable Development: 
Murray-Darling (hosted by ILWS) and 
collaboration on research or other 
projects such as campuses as ‘living 
laboratories’.

What are your thoughts on how your 
research might contribute to the sus-
tainable university?

http://www.smh.com.au/business/
carbon-economy/major-trading-pow-
ers-pledge-to-free-up-trade-in-green-
products-20140127-31hk9.html 

Regional Rail in Australia
• Relatively little freight is carried by trains in south-eastern Australia, 

other than the bulkiest commodities like coal and grain. By reason-
able comparisons, this is an unusual  and undesirable situation, as rail 
freight offers economic as well as social and environmental advan-
tages over road freight.

• USA and Canada have higher proportions of freight on rail with signifi-
cant volumes generated locally.

• Rail can halve transport costs, is safer and produces less pollution

• Governments and the rail industry are more focused on the estab-
lished bulk rail freight system

• There is a local example of successful rail freight development –  
Ettamogah Rail Hub

• Local government has not been historically attuned to rail 

• Increasing the share of non-bulk freight on rail will require the par-
ticipation of all levels of government and industry, likely including the 
road transport industry. 

http://www.smh.com.au/business/carbon-economy/major-trading-powers-pledge-to-free-up-trade-in-green-products-20140127-31hk9.html 
http://www.smh.com.au/business/carbon-economy/major-trading-powers-pledge-to-free-up-trade-in-green-products-20140127-31hk9.html 
http://www.smh.com.au/business/carbon-economy/major-trading-powers-pledge-to-free-up-trade-in-green-products-20140127-31hk9.html 
http://www.smh.com.au/business/carbon-economy/major-trading-powers-pledge-to-free-up-trade-in-green-products-20140127-31hk9.html 
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Adjunct News

Australian Mammal Society 
Conference
By Helen Waudby, Adjunct Member
In early July I attended the 60th 
Annual Scientific Meeting of the 
Australian Mammal Society (AMS) 
at Melbourne Zoo. The main confer-
ence was followed by a one-day 
symposium on the ecological roles of 
predators. 

Along with members of the Burrum-
buttock community, staff from the 
Office of Environment and Heritage 
and Murray Local Land Services, 
and researchers from the Australian 
Research Centre for Urban Ecology, 
I co-authored a poster presentation 
entitled “Local Area Management 
Plans (LAMP): shining a light on 
threatened species”.  I also present-
ed some of my PhD research on the 
thermoregulatory benefits of crack-
ing-clay soils. The talk, co-authored 
with Dr Sophie Petit from the Univer-
sity of South Australia, was entitled 
“Thermoregulatory value of crack 
shelters for small desert mammals 
during extreme conditions”.

I have attended several AMS con-
ferences over the years. They are 
always interesting from both a 
scientific and a management per-
spective, but this year’s conference 
was a stand-out. Professor Christo-
pher Dickman from the University of 
Sydney gave a particularly fascinat-
ing plenary presentation on ecologi-
cal cascades facilitated by a key-
stone marsupial predator (mulgara) 
in arid hummock grasslands. Other 
excellent presentations included a 
talk on the feeding mechanisms of 
Australian fur seals by David Hock-
ing (Monash University), another on 
the potential consequences of func-
tional extinction of desert rodents for 
vegetation by Chris Gordon (Univer-
sity of Western Sydney), and another 
talk on the likely role of Toxoplasma 
gondii in eastern quoll declines by 
Bronwyn Fancourt (University of 
Tasmania). The predator symposium 
was thought-provoking. 

The diversity of presentations given 
at the symposium indicate that the 
debate over the role of predators in 

structuring ecosystems continues 
to be a hot (and sometimes conten-
tious) topic, which is not restricted to 
research on the roles of dingoes in 
suppressing exotic mesopredators 
(cats and foxes).

Biodiversity Research in the 
Torres Strait
by ILWS Adjunct, Dr Justin Watson
 
Undertaking research in this remote 
area is fraught with logistical 
challenges, primarily access, 
cultural considerations and 
the “island-time” pace.  I 
was fortunate to recently 
(June) be part of a specialist 
team (as fauna ecologist) to 
investigate the biological and 
cultural values on a number 
of uninhabited islands in 
central Torres Strait. 

The survey team operated 
from a boat for two weeks 
with the daily challenge of 
island access (due to tidal 
range) a novel experience.  
Local Rangers participated 
in the research and were 
trained in fauna and flora survey 
methodology.  Traditional ecologi-
cal knowledge was shared with the 
researchers and incorporated into 
survey data.  Vegetation communi-
ties were classified, important flora 

identified and fauna described, 
including large populations of nest-
ing seabirds, skinks and geckos.
Data collected forms part of the 
ongoing implementation of protected 
area management plans.  It is an 
honour and privilege to be accepted 
by the local communities and to be 
working in this remote and rich bio-

logical landscape where every day 
offers something new and special!

• Dr Justin Watson gave two 
poster presentations at the 
Queensland Ornithological 
Conference, Brisbane held at 
the University of Queensland,  
St Lucia, in May 2014 on the  
Avifauna of the Torres Straits, 
and  Shorebird Conservation in 
the Torres Strait.

 

New adjunct
Dr Richard Loyn is a relatively new 
adjunct Senior Research Fellow, 
who hopes to contribute to various 
projects with A/Prof Dave Watson 

and others when 
he moves to North-
East Victoria next 
year.  He also runs 
a small consulting 
firm (Eco Insights) 
and contributes to 
fire ecology projects 
at La Trobe Univer-
sity, continuing work 
he initiated at the 
Arthur Rylah Insti-
tute for Environmen-
tal Research (DEPI, 

Victoria).  He has 
reported the follow-

ing highlights for the current year:
• In May he helped Tasmanian 

colleagues run a course to train 
PNG foresters in wildlife conser-
vation, based in Lae and funded 
by FAO (UN) and the Crawford 
Foundation.  The 50 local forest-
ers were receptive and enthusi-
astic. 

Spotted Tree Monitor -pic J. Watson

The uninhabited Warul Kawa aka Deliverance 
Island (most north-westerly island in the Torres 
Straits) - pic J. Watson
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• In August he will be running a 
symposium on fire ecology at 
the International Ornithological 
Congress in Tokyo.

• Publications have included 
contributions to papers or reports 
on Noisy Miners, saltmarshes 
and waterbirds (see more details 
under Publications)

• He will be giving a talk on Mada-
gascar to the Friends of Chiltern 
on September. 6 

“I was excited to hear that I’ve won 
the D.L. Serventy Medal, to be 
presented at the BirdLife Australia 
Congress in Portland in October,” 
says Richard.
 
“I look forward to contributing to CSU 
projects in coming years.”

Director’s Activities
Institute Director professor Max 
Finlayson has attended a number of 
meetings overseas during the past 
few months as well as being involved 
in discussions about exciting new 
potential research directions for the 
Institute. Below  are details of some 
of his activitiies. More are on the 
website at http://www.csu.edu.au/
research/ilws/team/profiles/mem-
bers/max-finlayson

Meeting in China
From May 3 to 13, Prof Max Finlay-
son attended a meeting hosted by 
the Institute for Wetland Research, 
China Academy of Forestry, in 
Beijing, China, to develop a briefing 
note on the potential of REDD+ on 
wetland management globally on 
behalf of the Ramsar Convention’s 
Scientific Technical Review Panel. 

While there he interacted with Chi-
nese researchers on climate change 
topics, including the Institute for Wet-
land Research’s director Professor 
Cui, a colleague of Prof Finlayson 
who visited the Institute in November 
2013. (REDD+ stands for the United 
Nations Collaborative Programme 
on Reducing Emissions from Defor-
estation and Forest Degradation in 
Developing Countries.)

“REDD+ is a contentious topic for 
managing forested ecosystem,” said 
Prof Finlayson. “So we were examin-
ing what are the implications for 

managing wetlands, what are the 
issues, and will it be contentious 
because it extends to the benefits 
people get from these ecosystems. 
“We are looking at whether or not it 
can be applied to forested wetlands 
such as mangroves in developing 
countries.”

The information gathered will be 
presented as an information paper to 
the Ramsar Convention on Wet-
lands.

Meeting in Oregon and progress 
on three books
From May 19 to 23, he attended 
the Joint Aquatic Sciences Meet-
ing, a major conference, in Portland, 
Oregon, in the US, where he pre-
sented a paper on changing base-
lines in wetland systems as part of 
a special session conducted by the 
Ramsar section of the Society for 
Wetland Scientists. He then partici-
pated in a panel session on manag-
ing wetlands.  

While there he met with editors for 
the Wetlands Encyclopaedia which 
he and Institute adjunct professor 
and the Deputy Secretary General of 
the Ramsar Convention Secretariat, 
Prof Nick Davidson are developing 
on behalf of Springer Publishers, “to 
assess progress and identify gaps.”
The meeting also provided an oppor-
tunity to meet with other people to 
consider drafting papers based on 
other research. 

He also caught up with UK consult-
ant Rob McInnes to look at progress 
on a second book on Ecosystem 
Services and Constructed Wetlands, 
also for Springer Publishers, that he, 
Mr McInnes and Dr Sally MacKenzie 
are editing. 

And he also met with Prof Pierre 
Horwitz (Edith Cowan University) 
to finish off the last chapter for a 
third book for Springer Publishers, 
Wetlands and Human Health.  Prof 
Finlayson, Prof Horwitz and  Prof  
Philip Weinstein (University of South 
Australia) are co-editors of that book. 

Irrigation Australia  Conference
Prof Finlayson was a keynote 
speaker at the Irrigation Australia 
Conference held June 2 to 4, on the 
Gold Coast where he gave a pres-
entation on “An Australian vision for 

water: Looking forward”  and was on 
a panel to discuss future issues for 
irrigation in rural Australia. Also at the 
conference was Prof John Blackwell 
who was a speaker at a workshop 
titled ‘The soil/water debate’ and 
CSU Council member Peter Hayes 
with whom Prof Finlayson discussed 
research associated with irrigation 
water. 

Ramsar Chair for the Wise Use of 
Wetlands
From June 15 to 20, Prof Finlayson, 
was at the UNESCO-IHE  in Delft, 
The Netherlands to discuss, with that 
research institute’s water ecology 
group,  project activities under the 
joint arrangement with the Ramsar 
Secretariat  associated with his role 
as the Ramsar Chair for the Wise 
Use of Wetlands. Project activities 
covering wetlands and Integrated  
Water Resource Management 
(IWRM), and capacity building for 
wetland management particular in 
African and Asian situations.    

Potential New Initiative- the CSI of 
Environmental Crime
On Thursday, May 29 Prof Finlay-
son met with the Faculty of Arts 
Research and Graduate Studies 
Committee for a general discus-
sion about ILWS and linkages with 
researchers in Arts and Humanities 
leading to a potential new initiative 
on forensic investigations of environ-
mental problems -  the CSI  of envi-
ronmental crime (?)  - with potential 
input from researchers in the Aus-
tralian Graduate School of Policing 
and Security and the Justice Stud-
ies Discipline group in the School of  
Humanities and Social Sciences.

“That whole area of policing, juris-
dictional, legislation etc. which could 
link back to ecological and chemical 
research investigations,” explained 
Prof Finlayson who is following up 
the initiative with Professor Steve 
Redhead.  “I think the potential is 
exciting. We want to do a page 
brief of the potential areas and then 
explore it with interested research-
ers, across CSU at first.” 

Prof Finlayson said his interest in this 
potential area has come from work 
he has done on various environ-
mental investigations and panels in 
Australia and elsewhere. 

http://www.csu.edu.au/research/ilws/team/profiles/members/max-finlayson
http://www.csu.edu.au/research/ilws/team/profiles/members/max-finlayson
http://www.csu.edu.au/research/ilws/team/profiles/members/max-finlayson
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Conferences, Work-
shops & Seminars

Frog Management
Dr Skye Wassens will be giving 
two talks at the Sydney Olympic 
Park’s workshop on “Habitat require-
ments and conservation manage-
ment of protected frogs in Australia” 
August 7 to 8 as part of its Wetland 
Education and Training Program. 
For more details about the work-
shop go to http://www.sydneyo-
lympicpark.com.au/__data/assets/
pdf_file/0007/906802/WET_Flyer_
August-Final.pdf 

Resilience Alliance
Dr Michael Mitchell (adjunct 
member) and Andrea Rawluk (ILWS 
& NCGRT PhD candidate) had a 
surprise meeting at the third interna-
tional Resilience Alliance conference 
‘Resilience and Development: Mobi-
lizing for Transformation’, May 4-8, 
2014 in Montpellier, France. Turns 
out they were both there to present 
results from their research.

Michael gave a presentation together 
with colleagues from the Landscapes 
and Policy Hub on ’Designing gov-
ernance interventions in transforming 
systems: case studies of biodiver-
sity planning for the Australian Alps 
and Tasmanian Midlands’. Andrea’s 
presentation was titled ‘Exploring the 
past and present of a rural land-
scape’ on her PhD research in the 
Ovens region. Unfortunately, the two 
presentations were scheduled at the 
same time, but Andrea and Michael 
were able to spend lots of other time 
together, and made useful connec-
tions. They were both very pleased 
with the feedback obtained from 
those attending their presentations, 
and the new ideas they acquired 
from attending other presentations. 

Also participating in the conference 
was Paul Ryan (ILWS advisory 
board member) who with Allyson 
Quinlan from the Resilience Alliance 
led a session on ‘Resilience assess-
ment in practice: a dialogue to share 
insights from case studies and evalu-
ate assessment approaches’. As 
part of this session, Paul recounted 

This includes an investigation in the 
Rio Cruces Wetlands in Chile where 
there had been a massive dieback 
of aquatic plants that was thought 
to have been due to pollution from a 
pulp mill. With colleagues from the 
University of Chile in Santiago, who 
will be visiting in January next year, 
he is investigating this further from 
the perspective of the river being a 
complex social-ecological system. 

He said the potential to extend such 
research to include more investiga-
tive approaches came out of a dis-
cussion that also covered the Fac-
ulty of Art’s new Creative Regions 
Lab  (CRL), the web site of which,  
http://www.csu.edu.au/faculty/arts/
creativeregionslab, was launched 
by the University’s Vice Chancellor 
Professor Andrew Vann, on June 30.  

The creation of this CRL – “ a teach-
ing and research hub that drives the 
development of creative enterprises 
and activities in regional Australia” 
has been driven by ILWS member 
Associate Professor Margaret Wood-
ward and also involves Dr Angela 
Ragusa.“But they are quite keen to 
link with ILWS which is what we are 
exploring,” said Prof Finlayson.

Visitors

Dr Mardiana Fachry
A visitor to the Institute for three 
weeks during July was Dr Mardi-
ana Fachry (pictured above with Dr 
Joanne Millar)  from Hasanuddin 
University, Sulawesi, Indonesia.

Dr Fachry, a social scientist working 
in fisheries, conservation, gender 
and rural development is a col-
league of the Institute’s Dr Joanne 
Millar. They work together on an 
ACIAR funded project Diversification 
of smallholder coastal aquaculture 
in Indonesia (2011 to 2015) led by 
the University of Sydney, for which 
Prof Fachry did most of the social 
research in Sulawesi, and Dr Millar 
in Aceh.

Dr Fachry established seven farmer 
groups in Sulawesi who trialled three 
complementary species to shrimp: 
tilapia, crabs, and lawi-lawi (a sea-
weed). She then evaluated how the 
groups organised themselves and 
interviewed members on the pros 
and cons of diversifying commodi-
ties. 

The two have also worked together 
on another ACIAR funded project, 
Informing productivity and prof-
itability of small-holder shrimp 
aquaculture and related agribusi-
ness in Indonesia (2009-2011) and 
run training courses for fisheries sci-
entists in qualitative and quantitative 
social research methods in Sulawesi 
and Aceh.

Dr Fachry is a lecturer in socio-
economics with the Faculty of 
Fisheries and Marine Science, and 
while here she presented a seminar 
with Dr Millar on the Albury campus 
and worked on a journal paper from 
her survey results. “We are hoping 
to get three journal articles out of 
the research, two on the surveys in 
Sulawesi, and one on the research 
done in Aceh,” says Dr Millar.

While in Australia, Dr Fachry spent 
a week at the University of Sydney, 
discussing a new ACIAR project 
looking at grouper hatcheries (sea 
cages) on the north coast of Bali. 

This was her fifth visit to Australia. 
For her first visit, in 2002, she spent 
six months at the University of Ade-
laide working on gender mainstream-
ing (ensuring women are included) 
research for a Sulawesi government 
program.  

Dr Fahry says she is hoping for 
further collaboration between the 
Institute and her university’s Environ-
mental Studies Centre.

http://www.sydneyolympicpark.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/906802/WET_Flyer_August-Final.pdf
http://www.sydneyolympicpark.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/906802/WET_Flyer_August-Final.pdf
http://www.sydneyolympicpark.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/906802/WET_Flyer_August-Final.pdf
http://www.sydneyolympicpark.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/906802/WET_Flyer_August-Final.pdf
http://www.resilience2014.org/
http://www.resilience2014.org/
http://www.nerplandscapes.edu.au/
http://www.nerplandscapes.edu.au/
http://www.csu.edu.au/faculty/arts/creativeregionslab
http://www.csu.edu.au/faculty/arts/creativeregionslab
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his experiences applying resilience 
thinking to strategic planning with 
regional natural resource manage-
ment organisations across Australia, 
and was joined by Chris Norman, 
chair of Goulburn-Broken CMA, and 
Francesco Andreoni, formerly with 
Namoi CMA, who both gave presen-
tations based on their experiences.

Paul, Michael, Chris and Francesca 
also recounted their experiences in 
applying resilience assessment prac-
tices at a separate pre-conference 
Resilience Assessment in Practice 
Workshop on May 2, 2014. This 
workshop took steps to establish an 

interna-
tional 
com-
munity of 
practice 
to further 
support 
the devel-
opment 
and appli-
cation of 
resilience 
assess-
ment

International conference
Professor Manohar Pawar was 
invited to present two papers as a 
member of the panel at an inter-
national conference on Social 
Innovation and Engagement: social 
challenges, policy practice, and pro-
fessional training of social workers, 
hosted by the Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem, Centre for Social Devel-
opment and policy Forum, George 
Brown School of Social Work, held 
at Washington University in St. 
Louis, April 6-8, 2014. 

The two papers presented by Prof. 
Pawar were: Social challenges and 
policy innovations by social work-
ers in Australia and, Teaching social 
policy (practice) to social workers in 
Australia.  

Professor Pawar also participated in 
a five days workshop on Biographic 
Narrative Interpretive Method, organ-
ised by Dr. Tom Wengraf in London, 
May 15 to 21, 2014.

Paul Ryan at the conference

Awards & Achieve-
ments

AM for Prof David Mitchell

Congratulations to pioneering 
wetlands scientist and administrator 
Professor David Mitchell, AM, who 
received national recognition in the 
Queen’s Birthday Honours List for 
2014. Professor Mitchell received his 
Member of the Order of Australia for 
his significant service to conserva-
tion and the environment, particularly 
wetland and water research.

In 1986 Professor Mitchell was 
appointed the inaugural director 
of the Murray Darling Freshwater 
Research Centre (MDFRC), then 
based in Griffith. He subsequently 
led research efforts by the CSIRO 
into the Basin’s degrading rivers and 
surrounding wetlands, and held this 
position until 1993.

Since retiring as a research scientist 
and administrator, Professor Mitchell 
has been an adjunct research pro-
fessor with the University’s School of 
Environmental Sciences and Insti-
tute for Land, Water and Society.

Apart from maintaining various 
research projects and interests in 
viable wetlands on private landhold-
ings, Professor Mitchell also advised 
the University on the establishment 
of artificial wetlands on its Thur-
goona site to treat the waste water 
that flowed from its buildings. 
This resulted in many regional, 
national and international awards 
to the University for the innovative 
artificial wetlands and sustainable 
water management systems that 
were built on the campus.

“Professor Mitchell has been 
a shining light for the practical 
applied research for which Charles 

Sturt University is becoming well 
known,” said CSU Vice-Chancellor, 
Professor Andrew Vann.

Born in Zimbabwe and educated in 
South Africa, Professor Mitchell, 79, 
initially trained as a science teacher 
before turning his mind to botany, 
discovering the voracious aquatic 
weed Salvia molesta in southern 
Africa. He came to Australia on the 
trail of the weed which was invading 
Australian inland waterways in the 
1970s, before turning his mind to 
developing artificial wetlands, and 
fostering many young researchers 
that were part of the MDFRC.

Congratulations also to Dr Joanne 
Millar who has been awarded a 
Faculty of Science’s Individual Award 
in this year’s Vice-Chancellors 
and Faculty and Division Awards 
for Excellence. The award was for 
Research Supervision of  postgradu-
ate students. She has had 
eight PhD students and three Mas-
ters research students since 2004 
(five international, six Australian)  of 
which six PhDs and two Masters 
students have graduated. 

Did you know?
That the recently completed new 
accommodation at  the Albury-
Wodonga Campus offers students or 
visitors associated with the Univer-
sity a great and affordable to option 
stay in on-campus accommodation 
on a temporary or casual basis.

For details http://student.csu.edu.au/
campus/residences/apply/temporary. 

There is a choice of one bedroom 
apartments with kitchenette facilities 
or a family 2 bedroom apartment.

New accommodation at Albury-pic. P. 
McCormack

http://www.resalliance.org/index.php/resassessworkshop1
http://www.resalliance.org/index.php/resassessworkshop1
http://student.csu.edu.au/campus/residences/apply/temporary
http://student.csu.edu.au/campus/residences/apply/temporary


ILWS Newsletter         Issue 37 - 2014  20

Feature Story
The country of extremes
Pics and story by PhD studernt  
Jennifer Sherry 

Nepal is a country of extremes. 
Nestled between the two populous 
Asian giants, China and India, the 
country’s northern border parallels 
the most awe-inspiring strip of the 
largest mountain range in the world: 
the Himalaya. 

The geographic location and dra-
matic landscape have undoubtedly 
shaped the cultures and lifestyles of 
inhabitants from the low-lying plains 
of the tropical Terai to the high alti-
tude mountain valleys. Kathmandu, 
the capital city and international 
travel hub, is a mosaic of over-stimu-
lating colors, sights, sounds, smells, 
tastes, temperatures, and cultures. 
Heading to the remote mountain 
regions after a stay in the frenetic 
city requires yet another round 
of remarkable mental and physi-
cal adjustments. These transitions 
appear to occur more seamlessly 
for locals than for bewildered west-
ern visitors, who fit less comfortably 
through half-sized doorways, sit less 
comfortably on bumpy bus roof-
tops, and apprehensively negotiate 
throneless bathrooms. 

Above: Kathmandu

While the deep-rooted anxiety every 
PhD candidate feels while trying 
to collect not just enough data, but 
good enough data still hurries my 

project along, the social climate of 
Nepal dictates that I patiently wade 
through paperwork bureaucracy, 
stand composedly next to crowing 
roosters on crowded public trans-
portation, and try to relax as the 
research process unfolds. A Nepali 
man once told me after a mutual 
near-death experience, “In Nepal 
nothing is ever certain, not even 
tomorrow” (and then he laughed 
hysterically as if it was the funniest 
thing he’d ever said). It’s this same 

acknowledgment 
of life’s fragility that 
makes people in 
Nepal extremely 
cheerful, unhur-
ried, and better at 
living in the present 
moment than what 
I observe in our 
own society.

I’ve spent eight 
months in Nepal 
over the last two 
years and will be 
back for five more 
months before my 
data collection is 

complete in March 2015. As part of 
my PhD research, I intend to inves-
tigate the vulnerability of a remote 
mountain community that is threat-
ened by the risk of a glacial lake 
outburst flood (GLOF); a potentially 
catastrophic but highly uncertain 

hazard linked to climate change.
The glacial lake, called Tsho Rolpa, 
has been labeled one of the largest 
and most dangerous lakes in the 
Himalaya for its potential to collapse 
and flood human settlements for 
100k downstream. Disasters of this 
nature have already occurred in the 
Himalaya and elsewhere, includ-
ing several GLOF events in Peru’s 
Cordillera Blanca that have resulted 
in thousands of deaths. Disaster 
risk reduction efforts for GLOFs are 
already underway in Nepal and else-
where, although to date they have 
achieved only mixed success.

My field work sites are located in a 
steep and narrow mountain valley 
where a community of Sherpa has 
cultivated agricultural land, tended to 
yak herds and their crossbreeds, and 
traded over the Tibetan border undis-
turbed by “outsiders” until the 1950s. 
At first glance, one can identify why 
this community has been labeled as 
‘highly vulnerable’ or ‘disadvantaged 
hill people.’ Many of the villagers are 
illiterate, with few opportunities to 
earn a consistent income. Most live 
in basic stone houses with no stable 
electricity and no connectivity (inter-
net, cell phone service, etc.). Access 
to health care and any emergency 
medical attention necessitates walk-
ing (or being carried) for ~15 hours 
up and down steep mountain trails 
before loading onto a rickety bus ride 

A bird’s-eye view of the dramatic landscape around the village of Na and the 
rocky dam of Tsho Rolpa in shadows at the back of the valley.
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over dirt road switchbacks that are 
distressing to sit through even in the 
best of health.

Yet, in trying to assess how vulner-
able this community is to hazard risk, 
and in particular, to understand how 
vulnerable they believe they are, 
I’ve come to interpret vulnerability as 
being tightly interwoven with a set 
of social-cultural characteristics that 
are separate from typical measures 
of economic poverty, access to 
resources, or level of development. 
In many respects, the Rolwaling 
community has maintained a high 
quality of life relative to other rural 
communities throughout Nepal and 
people in other least developed 
countries. Their commitment to pro-
ductive labour, practicality, resource-
fulness, high capacity for endurance, 
and close connection to nature have 
allowed them to thrive in a harsh and 
limiting environment over the last 
several hundred years. It seems a 
somewhat recent phenomenon that 
their sense of self-sufficiency and 

contentedness may have wavered.  
From my perspective, the applica-
tion of western concepts and ideals 
has not only led us to label these 
communities as disadvantaged and 
vulnerable, but it may have also 
caused the community members to 
view themselves as disadvantaged 
and vulnerable. In the past, not 
having a monetary income didn’t 
seem to matter to people who were 
mostly self-sufficient in food produc-
tion and able to trade for other goods 

and services. Being illiterate did not 
prevent them following the seasonal 
environmental cues rather than a 
written calendar, nor did the absence 
of paper money prevent them from 
trading. Based on my observations 
and contact with community mem-
bers, it seems that their capacity to 
self-govern and cooperate in socially 
acceptable ways and their strong 
ties to nature afforded them a high 
level of physical and psychologi-

cal well-being 
and resilience 
befitting to their 
lifestyles.

Perhaps the 
most important 
outcome of 
my prelimi-
nary observa-
tions and my 
experience of 
acculturation 
is an explicit 
recognition that 
intercultural 
researchers 
will likely have 
different priori-
ties and ways of 

perceiving the world than 
the local people who 
hold stake in the study. 
Failing to acknowledge 

the potential validity of multiple 
subjective meanings for reality can 
have detrimental consequences. For 
example, current efforts to reduce 
climate change risks have been 
faulted in the context of develop-
ing states for denying the agency of 
people at risk: to define the problem 
in their own terms; to apply their own 
systems of knowledge; to imple-
ment solutions that are appropriate 
to their needs and values and which 

Villagers working together to collect resources

accommodate uncertainty; and to 
make knowledge claims of equal 
value to those of science (Barnett & 
Campbell, 2010, p. 2). As the west-
ernization process inundates even 
the remote corners of the world, 
these issues could constrain, rather 
than enable, the adaptive capacities 
necessary to reducing vulnerability. 

This concern resonates with my 
experiences so far in Nepal. I have 
observed the process by which 
centralized governments work with 
foreign aid organizations that provide 
resources, while largely ignoring 
local people and their institutions, 
leading to disparities between per-
ceived priorities and development. In 
some cases this has led rural village 
communities to interpret foreign aid 
as a group of people from a distant 
place, engaging in projects deter-
mined by them, and for their own 
purposes (Bhista, 1991). Deciding 
whose reality counts is ultimately a 
philosophical debate that I intend to 
avoid in my PhD thesis. However, 
I hope acknowledgement of these 
sorts of issues will be significant to 
the development of more socially 
appropriate and effective strategies 
for reducing vulnerability to hazards. 
My initial thoughts presented here 
are based only on my prior experi-
ences and general observations in 
Nepal. I hope to explore these issues 
further throughout my data collection 
over the next year.
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Post-graduates

PhD news 

Welcome to Clare Lawrence, a 
Distance Education student with the 
School of Environmental Sciences, 
who began her PhD in December 
last year.

Clare, who is based in Hobart, is 
supervised by Dr Melanie Massaro 
(principal) and A/Prof David Watson. 

The title of her PhD is “Life history 
correlates of nest predation in pas-
serine birds.” Clare and her princi-
pal supervisor have recently been 
successful in obtaining a Holsworth 
Wildlife Research Endowment of 
$6000 to assist with buying the 
equipment needed to identify nest 
predators of Tasmanian songbirds. 
Clare’s research is aligned with the 
emerging Biodiversity in Rural Land-
scapes SRA.

Clare did her undergraduate studies, 
honours and masters at the Univer-
sity of Tasmania, studying Forest 
Ravens for honours and masters. 
She has also 
done CSU’s  
Graduate Certifi-
cate  in Ornithol-
ogy which led to 
her undertaking 
her PhD.

Clare also works 
for the Save the 
Tasmanian Devil 
Program. Prior 
to starting her 
PhD she worked 
full-time for the 
program and 
was primarily 
involved in cap-
tive husbandry of 
Tasmanian devils 

and Orange-bellied Parrots, along 
with some  field monitoring of both 
species and managing data collec-
tion on devil roadkill.  Now she is just 
involved in the devil roadkill data.

Congratulations to Saideepa 
Kumar, from the School of Environ-
mental Sciences, who was awarded 
the HDR Oral Presentation price 
at the Faculty of Science HDR & 
Honours Symposium, held in Wagga 
in early July.

And also to Luisa Perez-Mujica , 
also from the School 
of Environmental 
Sciences,  who was  
awarded “Best Stu-
dent Paper Award” 
at a conference she 
attended at the end of 
May - the 38th Euro-
pean Conference in 
Modelling and Simula-
tion in Brescia, Italy. 
Luisa’s paper was 
titled “Use of Agent 
Based Modeling to 
simulate complex 
ecological systems 
in contexts with poor information; 
the case of the Winton Wetlands in 
Victoria, Australia”.

The paper was co-written with 
Professor Terry Bossomaier, Direc-
tor of the Centre for Research in 
Complex Systems (CSU Bathurst, Dr  
Roderick Duncan from the School 
of Accounting and Finance (ILWS 
member)  and  Prof Max Finlayson 
(Luisa’s principal supervisor). 

“The majority of the papers pre-
sented were in areas of engineering 
and marketing or in development of 
complexity theory,” says Luisa. “Ours 
was the only paper that was applying 
an interdisciplinary approach, includ-
ing environmental and social topics 
of research.”

Luisa’s prize was a waiver for the 
fees in the next conference and a 
free book from Springer Publisher.  
She chose the handbook “Simulating 
Social Complexity”.

Labours of Love in Australia and 
Laos

This month marked a major mile-
stone for Michelle Smith and Jane 
Roots with the receipt of their bound 
theses allowing them to graduate 
in December.  Jane Roots (second 
from left with supervisors Drs 
Joanne Millar and Rik Thwaites), will 
graduate with a PhD. Her research 
examined “The Future of Farming 
in Rural Amenity Landscapes: The 
role of planning and governance 
in a changing landscape.” Jane’s 
study involved qualitative research in 
Indigo Shire,  north east Victoria.  

Michelle Smith completed a Mas-
ters Research degree looking at “ 
Balancing conservation and devel-
opment in protected areas: A case 
study from Laos.” Michelle conduct-
ed her qualitative study of a village 
within the Nakai-Nam Theun  Nation-
al Protected Area in central Laos 
whilst on a volunteer assignment. 
She is pictured second from the right 
with her supervisor, Dr Joanne Millar 
(Penny Davidson, co-supervisor is 
absent).  

Luisa (centre) at the conference dinner joined by  Professor 
Terry Bossomaier (far right of the photo), Dr. Emile Chappin 
from The Netherlands (right of the photo) and PhD candidate 
from Germany Thorben Jensen (left of the photo). 

A dusky robin. pic C.Lawrence



ILWS Newsletter         Issue 37 - 2014  23

Publications

The finest book on fishes for any 
continent......

It’s over a year now since the book, 
Ecology of Australian Freshwater 
Fishes, edited by Institute member 
Dr Paul Humphries and Dr Keith 
Walker, was published by CSIRO 
Publishing, but a review in the Quar-
terly Review of Biology, indicates the 
long-term value of a book such as 
this. 

The review appears in Volume 89 
of the Quarterly Review of Biology, 
the premier review journal in biology 
published by the University of Chi-
cago Press. The review was written 
by Professor John Endler, Centre for 
Integrative Ecology, Deakin Univer-
sity.

In it he writes.... “Although this book 
concentrates on Australian fishes, it 
may be the finest book on fishes for 
any continent. ...” and goes on to say 
... “For the first time we have a com-
plete view of the ecology of fresh-
water fishes (40% of the world’s fish 
fauna), particularly in the fluctuating 
habitats characteristic of Australia 
but also in other continents.”
Rural Society
Dr Shelby Gull Laird and Dr Angela 
Ragusa were guest editors (along 
with Dr Angela Wardell-Johnson) of 
a Special Issue of Rural Society, Vol 
23, Issue 2, pp 113-206, April 2014 
titled Exploring the human-environ-
ment connection: Rurality, ecology 
and social well-being.
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