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Abstract | If we coin the Prime Minister Turnbull’s interpretation of opportunity, “it’s an exciting time” for
coastal and natural resource management in Australia. Despite glossed over budget cuts, and ongoing
institutional restructures and conflicts, the future of coastal and natural resource management that
belongs to us - coastal and natural resource management professionals - could be exciting. The catch
here is that the future will only be exciting if we rethink our practice, which begins with changing the way
we think.
Through re-thinking her practice, Naomi Edwards, has designed and packaged exciting opportunities for
communities to purposefully engage and lead in coastal and natural resource management. Think
BeachCare, Gold Coast’s Biggest Tree Planting Day, Happy Beaches and Intrepid Landcare. Each
initiative has been designed outside institutional mindsets to bring personality, leadership and disruption,
and allow community engagement to be owned by the community. Having intentionally designed
engagement initiatives through success and failure, this has inspired her to focus her more recent work
on engaging the other way, inside institutions to discover how professionals can re-think the practice of
coastal and natural resource management to allow change she has seen in communities to happen for
professionals.
This keynote presentation will inspire you to think how you can re-think your practice of coastal and
natural resource management by bringing personality, leadership and disruption to coastal and natural
resource management.
Keynote speech wording…
I would like to acknowledge the
traditional owners of the past,
present and emerging leaders of
where we meet today. There is much
to learn from Australia’s first
custodians and if we look into the
past, we can discover that it is
possible to care and use our coast
and natural resources sustainably.
For thousands of years before
colonisation that was their context of
coastal
and
natural
resource
management - they lived within the
carrying capacity of their land and
water.
I also want to acknowledge and

thank the conference committee for inviting me to speak today. Their brief was to discuss ‘how I make
coastal and natural resource management exciting?’ I didn’t know that I make my practice exciting, other
than knowing that I have much fun negotiating the contested terrain of the spaces I am deeply caught and
engaged in, and very much passionate about.
And I want to acknowledge everyone here. There are many similarities and differences between and
among us. This is what makes coastal and natural resource management exciting, and to some extent
also confusing.
The challenge this week will be to deeply inquire into what we do and want to do, and dare to do.
Something my colleagues and mentors remind me of on a daily basis that we can design, co-design and
re-design what we do and for the context of my presentation, engage those we dream to engage –
perhaps your community or local politician, or even re-engage some of us. Because only once we are
engaged we can rethink our practice and this begins with changing the way we think, and engage and
act.
This is what I will be discussing this morning. How to create an exciting context for your practice in coastal
and natural resource management, how to change the listening of issues, and how to engage the
disempowered, disconnected and disengaged, and perhaps the disillusioned for them to see and own
their future in coastal and natural resource management.
Now before I move on, because saying coastal and natural resource management is a mouthful and will
eat up my time. Where I say “our practice” I mean coastal and natural resource management as the
broad dominate institutional framework that sets the policy, planning and practice of managing Australia’s
land and water spaces and places.

It was only a week ago that I got off a Classic Royal Enfield after a 10-day tour riding some of the
dangerous and difficult roads and terrain of India’s Himalayas and Ladakh nomadic country. As I changed
gears on every hairpin corner and applied the back brake to give me some stability as sand or loose
gravel would jerk by back-wheel out of control, or make sure others knew where I was going to give me
the space I needed to negotiate glacier-melted creek crossings, or mud among hidden potholes or Indian
trucks and buses, because they don't move for anything! All I really had to do was keep my focus on my
body position with my thighs gripping the tank, keep my hands and shoulders soft, and eyes positioned
well ahead of me. And as I climbed to make it through each mountain pass I thought, well that wasn’t as
hard as it first seemed.
Now having the beauty of hindsight on completing the expedition of riding at 18,000 ft, if I knew the aches
and pains and the terrain I would have had to conquer to see the endless beauty and majestic mountains,
open skies and wind-eroded canyons that make the Grand Canyon look small, I might not have thought I
could have achieved such a surprise, extreme adventure. I had no experience of riding off road, and the
last time I had a bike was back in my undergraduate days – now a decade ago. And my boyfriend who I
inspired to get his motorcycle license only a week before we left … who now says he probably would
have declined my wild idea (although he does say that he knew that he had to say yes, if his girlfriend
was going to ride the highest motorable pass in the world, he had to, right?). Now in reflection it was
beauty and luck of the benefit of having no hindsight (foresight) about what we were about to experience
other than watching a few You Tube clips the night before we left for India. Because we overcame each
challenge with knowing what we knew best – don’t look down – and make sure you have a loud horn.
The interesting thing here is the emphasis we place on foresight to make decisions. Now I’m not drawing
parallels between motorcycling the Himalayas with managing Australia’s land and water spaces and

places other than recognising the different levels of risk we place on what we do. We know some people
are risk takers while others are risk averse. But when it comes to facing risk in reality it’s the same risk
around the corner that awaits us, whether we know it or not.
As a disruptor of institutions that is passionate about action and change, I would like to see more of us
take risk whether you are an insider or outsider of the dominant institutions of our practice. Because
whether we plan our practice with the best knowledge we have, in most cases that I have been engaged
in it still doesn’t make a difference when it comes to getting others onboard. And in many cases it wipes
the adventure, creativity and adaptability out of our practice.
So, how can we disrupt our practice to
stimulate a process of rethinking to
find another way of doing what we
do? And why is this important?
I will answer the latter question first.
As an intrepid yet institutionalised
passionate younger leader for our
practice I see the decay of enthusiasm,
hand tied and tired professionals and
failing institutional arrangements. We’ve
seen glossed over budget cuts at every
May budget and rehashed programs that
leave little petty cash for real action. This
leaves my generation stuck with a
worsening legacy despite the endless
passion of those now in history. Or for
those who remain unheard, locked inside
swipe-card only office blocks without the
real world experience of the John Bussts, Judith Wrights and Len Webbs among others who fought
endlessly despite the science and politics of their day for the Great Barrier Reef to be protected.
I’ll quote Charlie Veron, which his new book, A Life Underwater is a must read…
... Most professionals today, whether they be in the sciences, arts, education, even sport, work within the
cage of bureaucracy that controls most aspects of their working life. For most this works for them to
ensure their needs are met… but for those that need time and headspace to think, something needs to
change… and this change is being led by technology and the younger generation…although the scary
part is that the younger generation are being bred to accept what to work on, when to work and how to
work…
Unquote.
This failing technocracy-approach that scholars like Shelia Jasnaoff theoretically describes helps me to
unpack the decay and almost U-Turn on historic environmental justices. In our world this has seen the
dependency on specialists with the result of our institutional departments specialising to the degree which
then can't respond to widening issues, especially when departments are chewed to the bone. This has
also resulted with our practice further bleeding viewpoints that coastal and natural resource management
is in fact different, which over the years has seen competitive funding disintegrate past dreams of
integration and dwindle budgets every day, even in marginal seats. However, more sadly, it’s displaced
the power we place on the knowledges we choose to accept, keeping what else that could be possible at
bay or unheard. In my home state of Queensland this has seen the erosion of natural resource
management community partnerships erode possibilities that are outside strategic plans.
Now I didn’t fly across Australia to tell you what you already know. Rather, instill some inspiration on how

to blow up the way institutions are designed that then redesign our practice to breakdown the hierarchical
rhetoric that disempowers and silences those who have what it takes to instill creativity and be bold.
As I promised to answer first part of my first question, why do think it is important to stimulate change for
our practice to survive?
Hearing the same thing by the same dominant characters inside the same institutions yet expect to see
different results, perhaps real action on climate change… isn’t this the definition of insanity?
To quote Albert Elstein:
He said, that “insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results”.
And
“No problem can be solved from the same level of consciousness that created it”.
Thus to begin to rethink our practice we must first inquire into the questions we are asking. Now I won’t
be able to unpack the entirety of rethinking our practice as it takes inward reflexivity to inquire into our
own practice over time. Although for those creative souls and perhaps disruptive junkies like me out
there, I primarily suggest for you to create a third space to allow for new institutional ideas to emerge.
Then inspire those around you to unpack three principles I embed in my practice. Those being how to
bring personality, leadership and disruption to our practice.
Whether it has been designing Gold Coast Biggest Tree Planting Day, where we have planted over
72,000 plants in three days over three consecutive years to recreate a grassed stormwater drain back
into a functioning wetland…which is now an annual calendar event with local and state government
support.
Or Happy Beaches to turn the saddest beach in Australia to be the happiest beach, which has been my
best failure thus far.
Or Intrepid Landcare that has brought a connection on Instagram to be the fastest growing youth
leadership movement that connects young people to their community and country.
Or my Phd research that is rethinking the practice of coastal management for future coastal professionals
to have what it takes to solicit new ways to manage the legacy they may inherit.
Bringing personality, leadership and disruption to my practice is what it has taken to make the difference
when engaging communities, politicians and eventually, the directorates of departments to back an idea
that may have initially sounded crazy…

Personality
Why don’t we put personality into what we do? Why do we keep emotions at bay from our practice? Why
do we present issues and action separate of who we are?
If our practice was a person, who would they be, what would they be like and who would they be hanging
out with? What is their lifepath and what would be their story?
To bring personality to what we do starts with us, bringing life to what we do through designing
engagement that meets concerns and causes through the art of telling stories.

It is critical to understand how people are influenced as this can presuppose the effectiveness of
engagement and communication. This is where the Lifepath engagement model can become an effective
tool to understanding your audience and at what stage (or phase) they might be in the engagement
model.
Our work at Intrepid Landcare has helped us co-design a Lifepath engagement model, which has enabled
us to engage with all types of people. There is nothing out of the box with this approach, in fact, it’s simply
about by bringing intergenerational engagement spectrums together and what we have found in doing so
is that the Landcare movement in itself presents an incredible opportunity to engage people in our
practice throughout their lives.
For instance, more often than not, the lifepath of a child is overlooked when designing engagement
programs. We know from the literature and I can assume from your life experience, that childhood
experiences are enriched with significant life experiences, in particular, pivot points that influence people
to find their motivation to be responsible environmental citizens (Chawla, 1999: 15).
An international study found that people repeatedly attributed their environmental action as a result of
spending extended amounts of time outdoors in nature as a child. This connection and drive to act was
largely attributed from childhood experiences outdoors, spending time in nature with parents, guardians
and teachers, reading books and watching environmental films (Chalwa, 1999: 15-21).
Interestingly, this research found that the family-environment is a significant key attribute to the
foundation of developing responsible environmental stewardship (e.g. a person’s appreciation of the
environment).

Then as young people develop through adolescence (post school and university), education and friends
become more influential than the family environment (Chalwa, 1999: 21).
Then for adults, organisations become the third pivot point for them to remain connected to their
environmental interests and action (Chalwa, 1999: 21). This suggests that education, friends and
organisations can offer pivotal engagement opportunities to influence what is perceived to be largely
missing in Landcare - young people aged 16 years to 30 something.
And for adults and the elderly to stay connected, we need to design opportunities that are flexible around
other life commitments and enable them to contribute through intergenerational engagement.

Once you recognise where someone might be in their Lifepath engagement to engage in our practice,
you then have to consider the emotion you pack into design of programs which above all needs to
promote empowerment and the sense of belonging.
This will further achieve individual self-motivation to self-leadership, and overall sustainable program
results as your audience will show ownership and hopefully make it their own. I think this is the ultimate
goal, especially to achieve transformational engagement. But in reality it still doesn’t happen… as some
people just don’t like new footprints making new tracks in their patch.
When this happens, what I do is go back to the model to see where they might be in their Lifepath
engagement and ask them the question, why are we doing what we doing to allow others to contribute to
the conversation and get connected to the why.

To practice this we have created a ‘living’ 13 stage/phase for transformational engagement that is far from
a linear decide, announce and defend engagement model.
Across the board for our practice I think we know how to go about:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Awareness
Action
Participation
Facilitation
Coordination
Education
Celebration

But we are yet to reach real engagement, transformational engagement, where we deeply engage and
acknowledge the power of the:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Conversation
Invitation
Involvement
Engagement
Leadership
Reflection

If you are interested in this model please come and talk to me after.
And to begin to practice in this engagement
approach I like to narrow the target
audience by asking …
1. WHO IS THE TARGET AUDIENCE?
2. WHAT ARE THEIR CONCERNS?
3. WHAT IS YOUR FUNDAMENTAL
CAUSE?
4. HOW DOES THEIR CONCERN
CONNECT WITH YOUR CAUSE?
This leads to the next part of personality the story, storytelling for change.

What’s missing that if it was there, it
would make a difference?
Our research at Intrepid Landcare
consistency proves the importance of the
story, especially with the invitation. As 40%
of young people who attend our
programs, gatherings and events
initially say that they have never
participated in Landcare because NO
ONE INVITED THEM! Keep this in mind.

My story…
Just over a decade, in my late teens, I was riding my Kawasaki EL 250 across the Sundale Bridge. The
Spring sun has only recently risen so the sky was slowly turning from purple to blue. I hooked a left before
I got to Main Beach, Surfers Paradise was in the distant and before I knew it I was standing on a bare
sand dune at Federation Walk Coastal Reserve at The Spit.
This warm Spring morning was my first day volunteering to care for the 93ha of coastal dunes, a stone'sthrow from concrete coastal resort heartland of Surfers Paradise.
As an enthusiastic Griffith University environmental science student I was eager to get involved, care for
the environment and get some work experience (hint: these were my concerns).
I was one of three volunteers that day. We stood for hours on end, under the now bright sun. There was
no canopy to shade us back then. We had sweat dripping down our backs and foreheads while we
watered native seedlings to kickstart a flourishing future.
There was Dave, a fit-60 year old and Joan, a determined-70 year old, and myself, a youthful-19 year old.
We got chatting and I asked them, “where was everyone else?” I was shocked to hear that this was it, this
was the norm, just a handle of passionate citizens who volunteered their time to care for the dunes.

Being an impatient, energetic student (stoked that I still am!), I asked why they cared to find out how I
could encourage others to join their cause and make the impact we were out to achieve.
Dave, the fit-60 year old then said to me, “Naomi, I am a builder by trade and I build homes for people. I
can’t build homes for animals, but can you see that tree”.
I looked over and there was a coastal banksia in full-bloom with a blue-face honeyeater enjoying the
nectar of a flower.
He then continued and said, “I planted that tree, what I can do is plant a home for birds and other
animals”.
He then continued to share some of the most profound words that would forever inspire me to act on a
gap, what’s missing and if it was there it would make a difference when engaging people.
“It’s up to you what you want to do with your life, but why not create a masterpiece. As nature is a true
artist that is what we are creating here”.
Where I once stood it is now a shady, lush, subtropical coastal forest, home to many more birds and
animals and it’s a place where my community can come together to enjoy and proudly share with the
city’s visitors.
As there is still much more to do, why don’t you come along to help create a masterpiece? …
This was the invitation I shared with my friends and fellow students in my university classes at the time. I
turned 3 pairs of hands into 20 pairs of hands, a new student group was created just through the art of the
invitation, storytelling for change. I didn’t know I was doing storytelling for change, either did I know I was
that enthusiastic young person you hold onto when you come across one. With no social media, no
newspaper articles, no flyers and no desperate pleads for help, through this way of inviting people later
opened the door for me to rebrand Gold Coast’s Coastcare program, BeachCare and turn a dying
program in a movement in itself.
And a decade later I’ve ended up
here still telling the same story.
Why? Because …
Storytelling is a powerful tool
that inspires people into action
around a cause or behaviour.
In fact storytelling is being used
effectively through marketing
campaigns to engage consumers
and is often used by leaders and
change agents.
We know now that storytelling
activates certain parts of the
brain, allowing the listener to feel
as though they are part of the
story. The listener is able to

relate parts of the story into their own circumstance, and enables connections and trust to be built with the
storyteller. This results in better retention of information and understanding of what is being presented.
It is important to consider your content when crafting a story. There is a place for outlining the sometimes
doom and gloom facts of a situation, but it is not necessarily in your invitation story. We know that the fear
and hopelessness triggered by the doom and gloom facts of stories can switch off the creative parts of
our brain, exacerbating fears and turning people away from hope and solutions. What really inspires
people is a positive story that they can see themselves in and that helps them to tap into their own
motivations for action.
We all have a powerful story to share. To find you why, the heart of your story to craft a powerful
invitation, you can start with inquiring:
●
●
●
●

What initially attracted you to get involved in Landcare / environmental action?
Why are you passionate about what you do and the environment?
What keeps you coming back - to Landcare / environmental action?
What do you see for the future and how are others a part of this?

Then through reflecting on ‘your why’, choose a moment in time that captures a positive experience you
have had in your journey.
It may be the day you discovered that a species had returned to an area you helped restore or a
conversation you had with someone that shifted your way of seeing the world or perhaps changed your
life, your practice.
•
•
•
•

Where were you?
What happened?
What did it look, feel and sound like?
How did it make you feel?

The tip here is that your story shouldn’t be more than one or two minutes long. If your audience is curious
and want to know more,
they will ask. This will be
your opportunity to share
your story in more depth.
Now…
It’s
great
to
have
impressive
transformational
engagement models, or an
incredible story to share.
However,
what
I
discovered early on was
that although I could get
lots
of
people
to
volunteer… I wasn’t turning
participation into the next
engagement phase and
that was causing leaders.
What was missing from
my practice was instilling
leadership development.

Leadership
You can read all you want about leadership, but without bringing people on board and with you, you’ll
never create the change you dream of.
Here I will share the Intrepid Landcare story - co-founded by Megan Rowlatt and myself, which in the last
two years we’ve been able to create a thriving national organisation that empowers young people to lead
on stuff that matters. Come and talk to me later if you want to stimulate youth engagement in our practice
But for now I want to focus on two core elements of what we we’ve be able to bring which has distinctly
made a difference, and those being:
1. Co-design for change through developing skills
2. Creating the right culture for tribes to naturally emerge

Co-design for change - skill development
If there is anything I am more passionate about it is the practice of co-design – where everyone engages,
thinks and acts on a co-designed idea. And early on in developing Intrepid Landcare we discovered
through developing young people’s skills in project design like co-design they were soon designing
projects that were selling out (e.g. sold out free ticketed events) in 3 days and sometimes 3-hrs…. or
unprecedented results in the shortest about of time.
Now have you ever been to a planning meeting which has gone on forever… with no action. Well it is
nothing like this – I promise.
So, the crux of what we do through co-designing is that the process allows for everyone to..
•
•
•

Inspire - share stories and design experiences that create memories and support self-discovery
for impact and empowerment
Act - Explore and have fun
Lead - Work with others

Which is essentially what Intrepid Landcare stands for…
By extending our research to survey 43 Landcare Coordinators across NSW, we’ve also attended to their
needs to branch their capacity and creativity to take our approach to make the difference in their
community – and not just with young people, all types of people.

And we did research on young people who are engaged in our tribe and network, and 75% said that
leadership through skill development has made a lasting difference in their leadership (and experience) in
Landcare.
Which has directed our emphasis to further their engagement experience as they also said that:
They want to know:
● 73% EVENT MANAGEMENT AND PLANNING
● 67% COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
● 40% MEDIA SKILLS
● 47% LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT
And need to know:
• How to run a project
• What projects they could connect with
• Who they could CONTACT for help
• What opportunities are available

This is what it looks like in reality…
And the co-design process involves three core elements:
• Skill-based learning
- Introduce community-service learning and action
- Reflect on common barriers to community action

-

Brainstorm ways to address needs and causes
Discuss empathy, rights, and responsibility

•

Develop sense of community
- Discuss democracy and cooperation
- Demonstrate benefits of leading and following
- Explore personal and collective impact

•

Develop identity and sense of place
- Examine the role of choice
- Raise awareness of results from action
- Choose course of action
- Self-reflection: youth need to experience the sense of place in a larger context and this
can be achieved through regular written / verbal reflection activities

South West Catchment Councils funded us this year to travel to Bunbury to share this approach through
an Intrepid Way workshop – what we continue to roll out across the eastern states.
And in theory the process is packed with embracing theories of:
• Appreciative Inquiry with String Theory
• Asset based community development planning
• Theory for Change
That means our transformational engagement is always tailored for the target audience so that they get a
unique self-discovery experience while become skilled for change-making.
The next step is developing your
tribe culture
Perhaps a tribe to create your third
space to breakdown the hierarchical
rhetoric that disempowers and silences
those who have what it takes to instill
creativity and be bold…
This takes time to develop, but once
it’s
created
extraordinary
things
emerge. Before we discussed what
Intrepid Landcare was going to stand
for, our incredible, national Board
connected over good food and
conversation in a log cabin on the
south coast of New South Wales to
share our own values and principles on
what we expected of each other and
the organisation we are equally passionate about.
We deeply inquired into:
•
•
•
•
•

What experiences did we want to create?
What skills did we have and need?
The value of our networks
What development we needed to remain empowered?
How did we expect each other to communicate because by virtue our organisation runs off the
efficiency of Facebook groups and Google Hangout

I think overall this is what’s missing mostly in our practice. We don't put enough time into creating
trusting relationships and clearing spaces to host open conversations. The conversations that we
need to have. We need to focus on this if we are going to create the change we need for our
practice to survive, and make a difference for Australia’s land and water.
It’s unfortunate that despite what I say, it’s
still not going to make the difference in our
practice. As we need disruption to stimulate
conflict that challenges fixed ways….
Agitate >> Challenge a fixed way >> Cause
conflict >> Reflect >> Social control >>
Innovate >> New way >>

This takes me to my current Phd research,
which is inquiring into how coastal
professionals negotiate conflict in their pursuit
to manage the coast.
Now for the coasties here, and I would have
to say to some degree in the natural resource
management space, the disintegration of our
practice isn’t isolated from the larger societal,
cultural,
political,
and
environmental
movements that have influenced the way land
and water is viewed and used as natural
spaces and cultural places
The experience of disintegration is also global
and it has encouraged marine and coastal
scholars and experts, and environmental sociologists to seek new approaches to our practice.
Some suggest that the use of unconventional, non-passive methods is needed to meet the
unprecedented threats and impacts the global environment is already experiencing. These scholars
urgently call for marine and coastal scientists to solicit new coastal and marine environment management
and conservation approaches that seek to influence policies to support the beginning of a new era of
uncertainty, including environmental and professional uncertainty.
It is the professional uncertainty of professionals that administer our practice that seeks my attention, and
should seek your attention to deeply inquire into the role, rights and responsibilities of our practice.
What I have unveiled thus far is the distinct cultural processes of one’s identity for them to emerge as a
professional that is granted a situation to challenge a fixed way, engage in conflict. You can’t have conflict
without being granted a situation to be heard, and you can’t be heard without an identity.

And more distinctly is the importance of environmental history to help stitch together the histories of our
practice to enable emerging professionals to be informed and equipped on what did it takes to influence
policy, or perhaps what dominates the discourses that weakened our pursuits.
And as I said earlier… we need to disturb the peace to overcome the uncertainty of our practice. Without
disruption, nothing new will prevail the perils of what our practice could be facing – that is if we allow
swipe cards and locked office blocks to dictate the way we want and dream of practicing our
practice.
As I am almost out of
breath I will wrap up here
with a grand thank you
for
granting
me
a
situation to share my
insights into how I think
we can stimulate an
exciting future for our
practice.
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