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Submission to David Risstrom on the Mornington Peninsula & Western Port Biosphere Reserve Organisational Review Options Paper

Dear David

Please accept my congratulations on an excellent review and spelling out of options. There are two related matters, however, which I do not believe emerge with sufficient clarity, namely the loss of mutual trust between community and government and the 'glued in' majority representation by state and local government representatives, and I wish to bring these to your attention. In addition I am very unhappy with the company structure which has been adopted against the community’s wishes, and in summary, believe that if the Biosphere Reserve as we all wished it to be is to survive and thrive we must start again. I am writing this against tight time restraints and will include less detail than I would like but hope that a later opportunity will exist to put that right.

The essence of the UNESCO MaB concept is that it is ‘bottom up’ and community run. It is almost a 'spiritual thing’, a sort of club of like-directioned people (cf the extraordinary phenomenon of ‘Swans supporters‘ from two states and several generations recently): an entity which coordinates, encourages and networks rather than a ‘top down’ controller of groups and individuals. It was certainly not envisaged by most of us who were engaged in the long preparation of the Submission to UNESCO that the Biosphere Reserve would be a collector and banker and god-like distributor of funds. Least of all a pompous Company, and least of all a body of any description of which the ‘Board’ or council or committee was constructed to give majority control to the existing hierarchy of controllers, to wit the governments State and local.

What has emerged is in my view a stalemate (which would suit very well both levels of government if it lasted forever) which will last forever, for one simple reason: trust between the community and the two levels of government has been completely destroyed both by the outcome – the predominance of ‘government’ members of the Board – and by the process we have been through to get there.

This lack of trust is not isolated as many of us are involved with the state government (and often with our local government as well) in major issues such as Devilbend and Channel Deepening, where consultation based on openness and trust have disappeared from the scene. The paranoia and secrecy and bully tactics of the Government are universally visible.

In these circumstances there is only one way to go to achieve the spirit and the principles of MaB for which we have all worked so hard and so long. We must start again.

Most important is the balance (as well as some other aspects) of representation on the governing body. I do not see that this fundamental issue of control by the community has been canvassed as such in the Options Paper. Whatever formula is adopted it must result in majority control by the community’s representatives and the impossibility of control by a combination of state and local government representatives which is the status quo. I believe there are several ways in which an appropriate outcome can be achieved in full accordance with the guidelines emanating from the application and the government conditions.

Furthermore, I find the Company structure stultifying and entirely inappropriate. The nature of a company under the provisions of the law is that the responsibilities of the Directors must force them – even against their individual natures and wishes – to exact ‘top down’ control of the organisation. The mere fact that the Board saw fit as an early initiative to prepare a ‘Strategy’ gave the lie to any thought that initiatives for action would emanate from and be owned by the troops. In contrast, the two active Round Tables have set excellent examples by attracting wide ranging inputs and acting as supports for existing groups.

Some comments on guidelines which must be met for board composition:

The call in the Application for representation of ‘local government’ does not in my view necessarily imply any more than one representative on the Board/CoM (or whatever). There are possible configurations based on liaison committees etc which can provide for plenty of inputs and outputs to all Councils without having a rep per Council on the Board.

Another solution would be to have say two community reps from each round table. (There is no reason why the ‘Board’ need be kept to 15. The Westernport Regional Planning and Coordination Committee worked beautifully for nearly a decade with 20 members – it was summarily wound up by Rob Maclellan over Christmas in 1994 because it worked _too well_ for the comfort of the Kennett government!)

I believe the necessity/ wisdom of an ‘industry’ rep should be questioned. What the hell does it mean: Bluescope, the local milk bar, a Rep from an ‘industry’ organisation? And if an industry rep, what about a conservation rep and a social rep and …. Better to have no special interest groups.

At the recent meeting of the MP Round Table the virtue was raised of keeping a simple criterion or small set of criteria for membership of a ‘Board’, combined with ‘guidelines’ to ensure areas of interest etc.  Thus there would be no fixed ‘interest group’ reps such as Industry or Research, but an appropriate spread of interests could be encouraged through appropriate guidelines rather than rules.

Possible formats for a governance group

· 15 members all elected as individuals by the whole membership would be the ideal with guidelines to encourage state and local government reps.

· If we must- and I guess we must(!): 2 Vic Gov reps; one or two LG reps (appointed by/from a LG liaison committee or panel representing all the LG’s and providing input-output links); 10 -12 individuals from anywhere within the Biosphere Reserve, with guidelines encouraging coverage of geographic regions (not necessarily shire boundaries) as well as interests/skills etc.

· 2 Vic Gov, 1 -2 Local Gov (as above), 5 - 6 Round Table reps; 5 – 6 individuals (no geographic or interest links etc)

· a ‘Council’ or ‘Central Round Table’ (CRT) of say 30, 40, 50 with 2 – 5 state reps, all LG’s represented, and open membership for the remainder of positions, but positive guidelines on geographic and interest coverage; _plus_ a board/CoM elected by the total electorate from the members of the CRT. The role of the CRT would be practical coordination of activities spreading across RT boundaries (databasing, research, education are examples); it would possibly work best by setting up specialist committees, some permanent, others transient eg to coordinate particular time limited projects.

I have run out of time for further analysis but would be pleased to further discuss at an appropriate time.

Above all I am absolutely clear in my mind that a combination of the unacceptable state we are in and the fact that we have got there by the flouting of fundamental principles of civilised behaviour can only be resolved by starting again with the consensus wish to abandon the Company, replace it with an incorporated body and rethink representation of the presiding body along the lines indicated above.  Bookmark found they had to do it and whilst I am not up to date with their fortunes, they certainly seem to have got out of the grip of their earlier deadlock at last sighting.

If we don’t take rugged action many of the devoted leaders and contributors to the existing strong network will give up and if the BR struggles on as a name it will become peopled by just the wrong interests – a developers paradise! Just what state and local government would like to see.

One of the models we were referred to early in the process of seeking a constitution was Watermark. I remember it as looking very appropriate and still have a hard copy (but not an e-copy) on file. No time to re-examine but I would suggest it worthwhile to obtain and appraise. Also perhaps to talk to the chair (still I think Duncan Malcolm) about how their show works. My understanding is that their aims are very similar to those of a Biosphere Reserve, and I get the impression from various sources that they are doing a good job.

Another model proposed by Barbara Porter from her close involvement with the organisation is NATA.

Neither of these possibilities was given any serious consideration and it is time they were revisited.

I wish you and the Review group well in your deliberations.

Brian Cuming

Former member of the Biosphere Action Group and the Biosphere Interim Group.

Enthusiastic member of the Mornington Peninsula Round Table.

Strong believer in the MaB Program and the Seville re-birth.
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