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Abstract
Government policies in Australia are heavily directed towards local communities
developing their civil society networks to solve complex social, economic and
environmental problems. In response, rural communities in Australia have mobilised
around principles of sustainability to adapt towards regional self reliance. While
decentralised governance is a key mechanism aimed at facilitating local empowerment
and community resilience, devolution of responsibility to the local levels also enables
governments to distance themselves from decision-making processes that deliver
inequitable outcomes. This case study examines the impetus for community engagement
and the effectiveness of social mobilisation approaches in delivering socially just
outcomes. It is argued that mandatory mechanisms of accountability are vital to ensure
that decentralised governance structures are inclusive and facilitate the inter- and intragenerational justice concerns of all community members.

Introduction
Rural Australians face monumental sustainability challenges emanating from a
multitude of forces. While climate change impact is yet to be grasped (Bi & Parton, 2008),
many regional communities are struggling to adapt to the social and economic upheaval
linked to globalisation (Talbot & Walker, 2007) and the consequential shift in governance
of the state from that of provider to strategic enabler toward regional self-reliance (Pini,
2006; Lockie & Higgins, 2007). With predictions for more frequent and severe droughts
that, coupled with water scarcity, poor soils and constraints of topography, pose
deleterious threats towards food, farm and agriculture (Bi & Parton, 2008), little doubt
remains as to the growing challenges facing the regions (IPCC, 2007). In response, regional
governance structures have emerged as a key strategy to promote institutional
collaboration at the local level (Edwards & Woods, 2004; Higgins & Lawrence, 2005).
Institutional reform advanced self-reliance as the central feature of state and federal
government policy and programs (Dibden & Cheshire, 2005). Rural regions are actively
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encouraged by governments to be independent, to build social capital and to add value to
their local produce (Eversole & Martin, 2006).
Decentralised governance complements the goals of sustainability (Jischa, 2008). In
order to adapt, rural and regional communities have mobilised civil society networks in
parallel with the principles of sustainability as the foundation for addressing local and
regional planning and development pressures. Focussing on the dual challenges of local
governance and community capacity building, this qualitative case study examines the
adaptive responses of a small rural coastal town where strong community identities tied to
mutual geography (see Stewart, Liebert & Larkin, 2004; Terkenli, 2005) inspire their
visions for a sustainable future.
While this community emulates the ideals of a strong civil society (referred to here as
a sign of cohesion where diverse stakeholders collaborate in the interest of collective social
goals), research findings reveal the equity constraints of decentralised governance when
power differentials are ignored. Not only is accountability an elusive feature of
decentralisation but its absence leads to uneven outcomes for different civil society actors.
To address inequity of the politically disempowered, coordination by government is
required to advance robust governance structures where holistic conceptions of
sustainability that tackle issues of transparency, accountability and social justice are
incorporated. The consequences of ignoring the relationship of power in the governing of
rural communities highlight the tension between the theory of local empowerment and the
benefits flowing from the social engineering of rural and regional development initiatives.
This paper argues that just outcomes for all should be the primary goal of
governments given that regional Australia endures many burdens flowing from global and
national neoliberal transformation (Pini, 2006). While decentralised governance is a means
by which locals are empowered to act, a possible result of an absence of accountability
mechanisms is that politicians can evade responsibility for local development decisions
that deliver uneven outcomes. Focusing on the social impacts of government policies for
those most vulnerable is useful, it is argued, for creating potentials for policymakers and
communities to create an environment more conducive to a fair and just process.
This paper comprises of five sections. Following this introduction to the background
underlying rural Australia‘s transition toward globalisation, the second aspect outlines the
conceptual framework integral to understanding Australia‘s transition towards
globalisation and rural Australia‘s adaptation process toward sustainable development. In
section three the methodological framework for undertaking this case study is outlined.
This is followed by the analysis section where key thematic representations of the
community‘s narrative and the survey responses are explored to highlight the factors that
drive the community‘s action towards sustainability as well as the limitations of
decentralised governance for delivering just outcomes for all members of the community.
Lastly the conclusion highlights the extent to which this community has achieved success
and what other issues need attention to promote intergeneration and intra-generational
justice.
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Conceptual Framework
Globalisation discourse
Globalisation, a phenomenon highly symbolic of our time, is characterised by Held
(2005) as shaping a world of overlapping communities of fate. While there are conflicts
over its definition, some commonalities include (Jones, 2004: 326):
[the] appearance of global markets in finances, goods and services, and labour, the
convergence of consumer demand across different societies; the lowering of traditional
barriers to trade and investment (along with a related convergence of government
macroeconomic policies); and key technological developments in the areas of information
processing, communications, transportation and organization that lower the transaction
costs of doing business across national borders.
A central proposition emerging from globalisation discourse is that somehow it is
unprecedented (Graham & Neu, 2003). Challenging this, Amin (2001) views globalisation
as a renewed form of imperialism, with contemporary multinational corporations
mirroring earlier entities such as the British East India Company and the Hudson‘s Bay
Company. While globalisation is not a new process (Hirst & Thompson, 1999), what is
novel is the extent to which temporal and spatial dimensions have been compressed by
information, communication and transportation technologies (Jones, 2002). Highlighting a
key concern for national governance, Wiseman (1998: 15) warns that globalisation:
… has threatened the capacity of people and governments to regulate, resist or even
fully comprehend the local impact of transformations that result from actions and
decisions taken on the other side of the globe.
A key revelation emerging from globalisation discourse is the intense conflict between
critics, proponents and others over its costs and benefits to society and the planet. Four
perspectives are pertinent. Firstly, the critics of globalisation emphasise its destructive
effects on democratic processes (Martin & Schuman, 1997), workers‘ rights (Thompson,
2003), human rights (Liu & Mills, 2006), distributive justice (Palat & Arvind, 2007), the
earth‘s natural resources (Shiva, 2000; Rees, 2006), women‘s status (Rao & Kelleher, 2005)
and authority of the nation state (Cox, 2002). Secondly, the proponents exalt the virtues of
growth in international trade leading to widely shared benefits and to a generally civilising
effect (Dollar & Kraay, 2002; Deo, 2006). Challenging these realities, a third group argues
that both its scope and effect are vastly exaggerated (Wade, 2004; Van Der Bly, 2007). A
fourth group perceives globalisation as a matter of degree—a process well under way but
accelerated by the diffusion of new technology, information, practices, free capital and
transnational organisations (Guillen, 2001; Stiglitz, 2002).

Neoliberal globalisation – Australia’s transition
Across the course of the late twentieth century, Australia followed most other nation
states in opening up state boundaries to international capital and trade (James, 2007). The
process of globalising the national economy involved four dimensions: deregulation,
corporatisation, privatisation and micro-economic reform (Jones, 2002). The strategic
direction for globalisation appeared in a 2001 federal government publication called
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Globalisation and Poverty: Turning the Corner which proposed that ‗faster and broader progress
can be made in eradicating extreme poverty and further reducing inequality if policies for
economic openness and reform are sustained …‘ (CIE, 2001, p. 26). James (2007)
contends that while economic globalisation was embraced as the new utopia by Australian
policymakers, they seemed unfamiliar with the numerous UN annual reports that
documented the increasing division of wealth and poverty worldwide. As he highlighted
(p. 172):
… 13-million children were killed by diarrhoea, a number that exceeds the count of
all the people killed in armed combat since World War II. Each day, around the
world, 30 000 children were still dying of preventable diseases.
To ensure that Australia could benefit from globalisation, policymakers advanced
economic liberalisation as a key institutional objective (Gleeson & Low, 2000). Emulating
worldwide trends toward neoliberal reforms, Australian governments devolved
responsibility for social welfare to non-state sectors in order to enhance individual
responsibility (Beeson & Firth, 1998; Argent & Rolley, 2000). Reflecting the growing
disenchantment of rural communities and advocating for the social needs of the regions,
many have criticised Australia‘s neoliberal objectives (Reddel, 2002). This statement vividly
reflects their sentiments: ‗Dismantling of the welfare state and the triumph of capitalism
have been the defining features of the Australian landscape‘ (Alston, 2002: 96). The
arguments highlighting concerns about the negative effects of institutional reform for rural
Australia are reviewed below.

Impact of restructuring for rural Australians
The restructuring process toward globalisation and regional governance has had a
profound social, economic and physical impact upon rural areas in Australia (Adams et al.,
2002; Fraser et al., 2005). Rural decline has been strongly tied to diminishing terms of trade
for primary produce within global markets (McKenzie, 1994). Also affecting rural
economies are the process of agro-industrialisation (Burch & Rickson, 2001) and a drive
towards economically competitive production (McMichael & Lawrence, 2001) resulting in
farm amalgamations, fewer farming families and reduced employment of paid labour
(Lawrence, 1999; Townsend, Mahoney & Hallebone, 2001). These developments have had
a detrimental effect upon both the economy and population of towns servicing farming
areas (Gray & Lawrence, 2001) and have led to increases in off-farm work and plurality of
women‘s work roles (Shortall, 2002). Having serious implications for local social and
health services, researchers also report higher rates of aging, due to an influx of retirees,
and increased ill health in rural populations as well as an increase in poverty,
unemployment and mental illness (Humphreys et al., 2002; Fraser et al., 2005).
Researchers have linked neoliberal transformation to the significant disadvantage and
reduced overall sense of wellbeing reported by Australian rural residents compared to their
urban counterparts (Walmsley & Weinand, 1997; Morley et al., 2007). This is associated
with lower average incomes, higher cost of living, limited job opportunities, scarcity of
health services and other support services, and limited educational opportunities (Levantis,
2002; Pusey, 2003; Green & Lonne, 2005).
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Many researchers have highlighted that government economic reforms have
challenged the resilience of rural communities as social capital reserves have been severely
depleted (Alston, 2000; Warin et al., 2000; Kilpatrick & Abbott-Chapman, 2005). Social
capital is generally defined and measured at the interpersonal, community, institutional or
societal levels in terms of networks (bridging) and norms of reciprocity and trust (bonding)
within those networks (Perkins, Hughey & Speer, 2002). The issue of concern is that
government policies of devolution, privatisation and managerialism, underpinned by free
market principles, fail to address the negative effects of diminishing social capital (Lynch,
Due & Muntaner, 2000). Highlighting the social impacts of these changes, Fraser et al.
(2005) and Kilpatrick (2002) noted that Australian rural people are becoming more socially
isolated and alienated and are experiencing increasing difficulties in adapting to the current
social and economic upheavals. Cumulatively, government policies and practices pose
many challenges to the social sustainability of communities (Pritchard, 2000; Mungall,
2005). Despite the pressures facing the regions, decentralised governance structures are the
dominant mechanism for promoting community sustainability.

New governance and new regionalism
Emerging in the 1990s, new regionalism, which represents a shift away from
centralised expert management (Nelson, Howden & Stafford Smith, 2008), recognised that
conventional policies of governments were inadequate for dealing with the impacts of
globalisation and many of the challenges of sustainable development (Peterson et al., 2007).
New regionalism signified an evolution away from state-centred approaches towards
regional management where institutions collaborate on matters such as economic growth,
regional competitiveness, environmental issues and the building of networks (Wallis,
2006). Contemporary strategies for rural development in Australia are based on notions of
self-help and bottom-up—community-based initiatives that assert to liberate the individual
from the imposing structures of government intervention (Ward & McNicholas, 1998;
Alston, 2002; Peck, 2004). The ideology underlying the new community development
discourse reflects notions of individual and community responsibility, which mobilise the
skills and resources of the local community (Little, 2001; Herbert-Cheshire, 2003).
Echoing neoliberal policies of personal responsibility, competition, efficiency and
reduced assistance, such programs are indicative of wider changes that have taken place in
the form and function of the state (Murdoch & Abram, 1998; Lane, 2006) and the
corresponding shift towards new advanced liberal forms of governing (Eversole & Martin,
2006). In promoting community capacity building (Cox, 2002; Cuthill, 2002), all tiers of
government have attempted to shift the responsibility of local sustainability to the
community level (Reddel, 2002; O‘Toole & Burdess, 2004). In Australia, in conjunction
with local governance structures, many local councils and communities have adopted the
principles of sustainability to steer the decision-making process towards more holistic
conceptions of community development (Packer, Spence & Beare, 2002; Agyeman &
Evans, 2004).
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Australia’s pathways to sustainability
More than twenty years since sustainability was catapulted into international
prominence by the Brundtland Commission (Frumkin, 2005), it continues to provoke
conflict over its definition and interpretation (Molgaard & Golbeck, 2008). Rather than
being forced into agreement, it makes more sense to regard sustainability as a discourse
and accept a plurality of views and allow for a disaggregated approach to the concept
(Dryzek, 1997; O‘Riordan & Voisey, 1997). For the purpose of clarity the authors adopt
Agyeman, Bullard & Evans‘ (2003) interpretation of sustainability as being: ‗the need to
ensure a better quality of life for all, now and into the future, in a just and equitable
manner, whilst living within the limits of supporting ecosystems‘ (p. 5). Agyeman and
Evans (2004) advance this definition as more holistic and explicit in its concerns for
justice—on quality of life, on present and future generations, on justice and equity in
resource allocation and on living within ecological limits. More importantly, this
conception moves away from the dominant orientation of environmental sustainability to
represent just sustainability—a balanced approach including an explicit focus on justice,
equity and environment together (Agyeman et al., 2003). Jacobs (1999) calls this the
egalitarian conception of sustainability.
Australian researchers delineate three approaches to the application of sustainability:
(a) green planning (b) institutional reform (c) social mobilisation (Dovers & Williams,
1997; Buhrs, 2000). While green planning is associated primarily with environmental policy
developments, institutional reform focuses on government responses to the sustainability
agenda (Dalal-Clayton, 1996; Papadakis, 1996; O‘Riordan & Voisey, 1997). Although
Australia can lay claim to advancing the social mobilisation approach through its Landcare
partnerships and other initiatives undertaken in local communities, their effectiveness in
terms of outcomes and as a pathway towards sustainability is less clear (Alston, 2002;
Wilson, 2004). Nevertheless, social mobilisation programs and policies are supported by all
tiers of government as a key strategy to enhance regional capacity (Carr, 2002; HerbertCheshire, 2003; Paton et al., 2004).
In spite of the growth of community level leadership and participation to address
local sustainability issues, the authors argue that without accountability mechanisms in
place to assess the effectiveness of Australia‘s restructuring process, social justice for rural
communities demands urgent review by governments.

Methodology
Case study community
This study focused on understanding the effectiveness of a social mobilisation
approach to promote sustainability of a rural regional community adapting to socioeconomic and political changes. A rural community on the south west coast of Western
Australia located over 400km from the capital city of Perth was selected as the ideal case
study site for several reasons. Key community stakeholders within this local shire have had
previous involvement in social action research with the researchers and trust had been
established. Further, it is a politically active community where environmentalists possess
high level expertise with advocacy and development of sustainability strategies. Particular
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sectors of the community are also highly acclaimed for their contribution to the arts, ecofriendly lifestyles and celebration of diversity. In view of these characteristics, this
community presented as ideal for assessing civil society participation and adaptation within
the sustainability paradigm.

Ecological theoretical framework
This study is informed by Broffenbrenner‘s (1979) ecological model for enhancing a
multi-level analysis of individuals in a social context. To promote micro-, meso- and
macro-levels of understanding, the research design involved a triangulation (Madill, Jordan
& Shirley, 2000) of four data sources: (a) observational evidence (b) historical information
from archival analysis (c) interview data (d) survey information from community
informants. The best method of gaining a contextually-grounded understanding of the
domain at ecological levels of analysis (Broffenbrenner, 1979; Prilleltensky & Nelson,
2002; Christens & Perkins, 2008) was a qualitative approach (Lincoln & Guba, 2000;
Sandelowski, 2000). Community psychologists advocate that ecologically sensitive
understandings of community functioning are enhanced when combined with more
eclectic attitudes towards theory and methodology (Wicker, 1989; Bishop & Vicary, 2003;
Prillentensky, 2003). In adopting this approach, a number of theoretical concepts have
been incorporated to inform the analysis of: sense of community (Sarason, 1974; McMillan &
Chavis, 1986) and attachment to place (Jorgensen & Steadman, 2001; Pretty, 2002; Long &
Perkins, 2007) for understanding the impetus driving social action; civil society for
understanding the interrelationships between the various sectors of society (Putnam, 1996;
Berman, 1997; Giddens, 2000); and social capital for gaining insights about community
resilience enhanced by participation in institutional structures (Bourdieu, 1986; Talbot &
Walker, 2007).

Interview participants
Using purposeful (Patton, 1990; Williams & Lewis, 2005) and theoretical sampling
techniques (Punch, 1998), 80 interviewees were selected. Interviewees comprised key
stakeholders in leadership roles, including informants representing the diversity of sectors
of federal, state and local governments, as well as from key organisations representing
environmental, business and social welfare concerns. They were chosen for their
knowledge relating to the function and operation of local governance structures and
willingness and ability to share information on their experiences of community
development and action (Morse, 1989). Procedures involving semi-structured, open-ended
interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Interviews ceased on reaching
saturation point (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

Survey participants
A questionnaire was mailed out to 500 residents randomly selected from the local
shire telephone directory and a total of 348 surveys were received. From a total of 348
respondents, 55 percent were female and 45 percent were male. The age range was
classified into three categories and 10 percent of the respondents identified as under 30 years
of age, 50 percent identified as between 30-55 years and 40 percent identified as over 55
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years of age. With regard to socio-economic status, respondents ranged across unemployed
(5%); pensions and social security benefits (15%); self funded retirees (10%); farming
related work (20%); light industry and hospitality (10%); self employed and business
owners (20%); professionals (20%). The survey also revealed that while 40 percent of
respondents did not belong to any committees or groups, the remaining 60 percent
reported being actively involved in a number of committees and groups. Of the 60 percent
who belonged to committees and groups within the Shire and the South West region, 35
percent identified as participating in environmental groups, 35 percent identified as
participating in business and development related issues and 30 percent identified as
participating in community and welfare matters.

Grounded theory analysis
Strauss and Corbin (1990) define grounded theory analysis as the generation and
development of concepts, categories and propositions as an iterative process. Concepts are
the basic units of analysis since it is from conceptualisation of data, not the actual data per
se, that theory is developed (Glaser, 1978; Strauss & Corbin, 1994, 1998). Categories,
formed by grouping concepts and propositions, indicate generalised relationships between
a category and its concepts and between discrete categories (Pandit, 1996). Grounded
theory is inductively derived from the study of the phenomenon it represents (Glaser,
1978; Hall & Callery, 2001), that is, discovered, developed and provisionally verified
through systematic data collection and analysis of data pertaining to that phenomenon
(Pandit, 1996).
Through the process of emergence (Glaser, 1978, 1992), codes and categories were
generated directly from the transcribed interview data by the researcher and two colleagues
independently of one other. This followed axial coding where relationships among the
core set of categories are linked to produce higher-level categories (Miller & Fredericks,
1999). The integration and interrelationships of the categories, especially the core
categories, formed the basis of the grounded theory analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).
Emergent theory was then compared to other literature and perspectives to capture
holistic insights and to validate or point out differences or gaps in current understandings
of the phenomena (Pope-Davis et al., 2002). Validity is enhanced through informant
verification and when emergent theory is compared to existing theory (Glaser, 1998).
The analytic process revealed four overarching themes categorised as follows: (1)
Spirituality - Principles Underlying Community Vision (2) Geographic Affinity - Symbol of
[the town‘s] Natural Beauty (3) Vibrant Sense of Community and Cultural Diversity (4)
Holistic Sustainability Framework. For pragmatic purposes these themes have been
condensed for this paper and analysis related to sense of community and belonging
underlying community visions, including effectiveness of local governance for delivering
just outcomes. Following are key understandings related to community transition and
adaptation towards community sustainability for a just future.
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Analysis of Themes
Thematic representation of survey
Table 1 illustrates key issues of most concern to survey participants. The survey
responses have been thematically categorised into four dimensions: (1) social welfare (2)
environment (3) economic development (4) institutional capacity, which reflect a holistic
conception of the issues that need to be addressed to promote community sustainability.
Table 1 – Issues of Most Concern to the Community
Social Welfare

An upgraded hospital (government duty of care) in [town]
Aged care & accommodation urgent
Address long-term unemployment, the disadvantaged, better education, youth issues,
drugs, rental crisis, homelessness, increasing crime;
Housing affordability, high costs of shopping locally, fuel price disparity
Insurance escalating
Banks closing
Retain rural character of town - restrict development in town

Environment

Develop [town] in a sustainable way - balance between natural environment and,
commercial/private interests
Conservation of [inlet] - restrict housing development and commercial fishing
Protect pristine environment - control population growth and tourist activities
Prevent destruction of old growth forests
Sustainability key to planning, energy efficiency and ecological integrity

Economic
Development

Continue growth and development while retaining [the town’s] natural beauty
Industrial development essential for employment
Attract green industries - no mining or heavy industry
Environmental issues take precedent over everything - discouraged to contest this
Leadership needed - review bureaucracy prohibiting tourism enterprises

Institutional
Capacity

Devolution - more responsibility - less funding
Redirect more resources from state/federal governments to support local initiatives
Develop business infrastructure -increase tourism potential
Increase local government powers to enforce their own policies and not be over-ridden
by state government
The classic syndrome of city-bush culture—parochial, petty narrow minded views of
community—but starved of resources compared to city

Source: Original table.

Impact of restructuring - Key findings
Confirming previous studies, this community also deals with the impacts of social
and economic upheaval associated with institutional reforms toward regional self-reliance.
However, this study revealed that not all sectors share the burdens equitably as the
community is bifurcated into rich and poor and access to social capital resources is uneven.
While the wealthier sectors with higher levels of social capital adapt more easily, the
disadvantaged with diminished access to social capital struggle to survive. Some key issues
affecting the disadvantaged more acutely are unemployment, underemployment, poverty,
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homelessness and a lack of access to vital government and social services. This is also
exacerbated by the lack of recourse disadvantaged groups perceive they have to political
institutions to make demands for their needs.
While regional governance is hailed as a key strategy to address local development
issues, this study reveals that social mobilisation is inadequate to address systemic inequity.
For example, while this community demonstrated its political prowess by mobilising its
strong civil society networks in order to prevent closure of its hospital, it also reported
feeling powerless to address many environmental, social and human problems. Most
concerning, however, is that although the more vulnerable sectors are disadvantaged by
the processes and outcomes of local governance structures, governments are not held
accountable for the inequity.
To elaborate, within this local governance structure the more powerful
environmental groups are highly competent at accessing resources to target environment
issues while other sectors (such as arts, health and business) struggle to survive and access
the scarce funds and resources. As a result some issues are targeted for action while others
are ignored. Hence, the vulnerable community sectors experience the consequences of
rationalisation and devolution more heavily. Despite the severity of social and economic
issues facing the more vulnerable sectors of the community, there is consensus for
environmental values to underpin development decisions within the regional governance
structure. For instance, the majority of the community passionately opposes any
entrepreneurial activity perceived as being motivated by capitalist greed. While this appears
admirable these actions reflect a complex attitude with negative implications for intragenerational justice.

Sense of community and attachment to place
A number of factors are linked to the community‘s motivation to protect their
environmental heritage. The most significant is their strong sense of community and
identity to place, inextricably linked to the geographic beauty of the region. These excerpts
from community interviews powerfully reveal: ‗… a wonderful safe environment for
children … it‘s a real community, a nice community to live in … we fell in love, the
community is vibrant, lots of variations of people … conservative farming, people who
care deeply about the forest … those establishing new ventures … very environmentally
aware … less materialistic, less class conscious …‘ These sentiments also resonate with
notions of place attachment, a key domain of sense of community that refers to residents‘
emotional bonding or ties to their community (Jorgenson & Stedman, 2001; Long &
Perkins, 2007). Their intense attachment to place also as a symbol of community identity is
eloquently captured as: ‗… an awesome natural beauty, it has a sacred mystique … the
karri forests, rolling hills, the majestic panorama of beautiful coastline … its beauty and
spiritual awakening leads to fulfilment, contentment …‘ Community identity is defined as
personal and public identifications with a specific physically bounded community
possessing its own character, which in turn affects residents‘ personal and group identity
(Kim & Kaplan, 2004). Their strong identification to both community and environment
underpins their sustainability principles for community development.
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Sustainability and the environmental movement
Given their strong attachment to community and place, it is therefore not surprising
that adaptive responses are framed around ideologies emanating from local, national and
global contexts emphasising sustainability and community responsibility. These excerpts
articulate a holistic vision of sustainability: ‗… to have a happy community … thinking and
acting for the long term … prosperity, sustainable, gradual balanced development that
preserves our pristine environment … a secure future … care and compassion, better
social support for vulnerable people … young people to stay … successful businesses …
resist ad hoc development …‘ These statements echo the principles and ethics endorsed
by Ife (2002) ‗… informed by spiritual values of holism, sustainability, diversity,
equilibrium and social justice‘ (p. 318).
Acceptance of sustainability principles can be attributed to the powerful influence of
the environmental movement facilitating cultural change. Green initiatives instigated by
these groups stimulated the sustainability agenda and issues of social justice. Hence, critical
consciousness of sustainability has provided a platform for participation and community
mobilisation. Success, however, is dependent on all participants possessing appropriate
skills (Claridge & Claridge, 1997). Also significant is the scale of funds and resources which
social movements procure to coordinate strategic actions. The success of the
environmental groups in this case study community is a result, in part, of their highly
developed social networks that extend well beyond the local community. These groups
also possess the expertise and political prowess to tackle issues at local, national and global
levels. Their dense social capital networks, high-level academic skills and political
sophistication have empowered them to attract greater levels of funding to meet many
environmental goals and sustainability-related aspirations. These leaders have not only
facilitated conscientization (Freire, 1972) of environmental justice but galvanised potential for
transformational change which resonates with Newbrough‘s (1995) ‗human social system‘
(p. 14) for meeting the social needs of the disadvantaged by emphasising interdependence
and balance as the goals for human and community development.

Intergenerational and intra-generational justice
Protecting the environment is clearly motivated by a strong concern for
intergenerational justice—a consciousness captured by Syme et al. (2000) in: ‗… although
the next generation has no lawyer representing its rights in the present … there is a general
sense of justice for intergenerational ecological risks and ―heritage‖‘ (p. 117). Communities
are therefore motivated to reduce future risks when intergenerational injustices are
perceived. Although the case study community‘s opposition to unsustainable development
proposals can be viewed as a triumph for environmental sustainability and
intergenerational justice, their actions also pose threats for the social sustainability of this
regional community. A pertinent issue not addressed by the local governance stakeholders
is that the environmentalists are politically powerful. Hence, no matter how ethical their
motivation, the responsibility for addressing the social and economic costs of their
decisions are relegated to the less capable spheres of civil society. As a consequence the
needs of the less powerful in this community are ignored by both the centralised political
system and decentralised governance structures.
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The principle of intergenerational equity (concern for the future) is therefore
unintentionally pursued at the expense of intra-generational equity (concern for the poor).
In view of this unfair situation, the social justice dimension of sustainability is incomplete
and the community‘s ethical framework needs review.
Acknowledging the complexity of such a feat, Benton (1999) noted that, taken
separately, both intra-generational and intergenerational justice pose complex
philosophical and political problems. Furthermore, any attempts at unifying both justice
claims lack the ‗… elegance and consistency of a well-formed ethical theory‘ (cited in
Okereke, 2006: 202). Given the intricacies of pursing an integrated justice goal, it is
understandable that, in this community, ecological integrity and intergenerational justice
take precedence. Nevertheless, this case study revealed that the disenfranchised are denied
a voice over their future and, hence, sustainability demands a more inclusive conception of
justice. For alternative justice frameworks to emerge, Okereke suggests resisting
neoliberalist conceptions—the market as inherently just—as solutions to poverty. Focus
must be directed at correcting systemic inequities and redistribution of available resources,
as both intergenerational and intra-generational justice underlie environmental
sustainability (WCED, 1987).

Governance and integration of goals
The community faces a number of issues that have implications for the viability of
their local economy. These include the dominance of environmental sustainability to guide
future visions, the powerful influence of the environmentalist sector and the lack of
government policy and infrastructure to address the inequitable needs of this rural
community. Given these forces, local governance structures face monumental challenges
in managing the needs and aspirations of diverse groups including determining a more
equitable division of the costs and benefits to be shared by the various sectors.
While there is consensus for the principle of sustainability, community groups
diverge markedly in interpretation of environmental, social and economic goals. For
example, while eco-friendly industry is promoted as a solution by the pro-environment
supporters, others believe that the high social and economic costs of restricted economic
development cannot be ignored. The community division is best captured by their
perspectives on economic development. One group supports, in principle, consideration
of any entrepreneurial economic growth to promote economic and social goals of the
community. The second group advances ecologically responsible economic development
because the long-term protection of the natural environment is their primary sustainability
goal. Although philosophical conflict over such contentious issues is not uncommon, most
significant to the analysis is the sector-based political dynamics. The eco-friendly strategies
to generate economic activity are conceived and pushed by the more powerful
environmentalist sector. The alternate view advanced by the less powerful farming and
business sectors is that economic development within these constraints affects the
vulnerable sectors more harshly. Furthermore, this agenda leads to improving the
economic and employment prospects of a select group and therefore is not representative
of the diversity of skills in the community. As a result many members of the local business
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sector and the farming community distance themselves from the regional governance
structures as the sustainability goals are considered restrictive.
The contention is also that the governance process involved with developing
sustainability strategies is not truly egalitarian as alternative or conflictive visions are
suppressed through power and exclusion. As a result, many of the stakeholders who do
not support the more powerful environmental coalition doubt integration of sustainability
goals as achievable due to the lack of parity between the diverse groups in the community.
The researchers observed that the powerful community partnerships comprise mainly of
environmentalists and supporters of their vision. Other stakeholders not associated with
this environmentalist alliance, including the disenfranchised who may disagree with their
vision, are absent from this decision-making body. Discerning the nuances of governance
networks, Thomas-Slater (1994) noted that, despite the best of intentions, efforts to
engage local residents runs the risk of neglecting the poor and disenfranchised. Those who
are marginalised and powerless are likely to be both unorganised and silent, and even when
organised their voices may still be muted by more powerful interest groups. Hence,
‗enabling disenfranchised groups to achieve voice and agency is a significant challenge in
any community context‘ (Thomas-Slater, 1994: 1486).
Clearly the community struggles with balancing the needs of a diverse community
including acknowledging the inherent power differentials. Although the powerful
environmental groups are driven by ethics of just sustainability, there is the sense that they
now represent the new oppressors. As powerful leaders of the community they will need
to be more reflective about inclusiveness, processes of participation and just outcomes. In
her exploration of community sustainability within a globalised context, Fyson (1999)
advised that keeping a balance between justice and oppression is difficult. Macmurray
(1954) warned that ‗Without justice, cooperation becomes impossible‘ (p. 204). This
relational dynamic between community and power is made explicit by McMillan (1996) as
‗the need for authority (which is to serve the many and not just the self) to maintain a
sense of order and therefore, trust‘ (p. 319). While the principles of procedural and
distributive justice can enhance trust, more complex is the pursuit of just sustainability where
there is explicit focus on integrating justice, equity and environment (Agyeman, 2002).

Civil society networks and transformational community
Community capacity building is about creating an environment based on ‗social
partnerships in which government acts as facilitator, sharing the role and responsibility for
providing, regulating and delivering services and welfare‘ (Stone, 2000: 10). Despite the
success achieved by the environmental sector, missing from this community‘s key
collaborative networks are the government officials and the regional agencies with greater
access to vital infrastructure and resources to support the entrepreneurial goals of the
community. Also absent are the entrepreneurs and private sector capital essential to
facilitate the economic vitality of this community. To promote linking social capital, this
community planning partnership will need to increase its vertical spread of networks to
gain the resources and expertise essential for undertaking entrepreneurial activities that
transcend local borders (Woolcock, 1998; Mowbray, 2004). Many have emphasised the
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essential role of civil society for building community capacity, but what needs consciousness
is that it cannot flourish without economic sustenance (Lane & Morrison, 2006).
Effective collaborative networking requires this community to confront its decisionmaking processes to ensure inclusivity by acknowledging its power base and limitations to
achieving a truly civil society (Dasgupta, 2000; Zollinger, 2003). The practice of
coordinated decision-making also requires moving outside existing social structures,
bringing together opposing values, exercising flexibility and changing traditional
independent and competitive mindsets among sectors of society (Pizzocaro, 1998; Miller,
2005). Talbot (1998) accentuates tolerance for compromise and a willingness to agree to disagree as
essential elements in managing sustainability. Other dimensions such as institutional
disincentives, historical and ideological barriers, social dynamics, risk perceptions, technical
complexities and politics are also critical (Florida, 2002; Golding, 2004). Collaboration
entails more than just economic or technological solutions to promote sustainability, but
also requires careful attention to leadership, decision-making, fairness and relationship
management (Rushton, 2002; Miller, 2005).

Accountability and civil society
Crucial factors emerging from the stakeholders‘ narratives are the community conflict
over the interpretation of sustainability and the beneficial effects of civil society that flow
for the diverse sectors. Decentralised governance therefore requires effort to mediate
contests between the powerful and the powerless by building the capacity of marginalised
actors who may otherwise remain entrenched in inequality (Mitlin, 1999). At the
institutional level it seems prudent that governments mandate monitoring of civil society
initiatives to ensure a level of fairness for all citizens. In the absence of accountability, civil
society enterprises lead to uneven development and those excluded from participation are
likely to remain marginalised and disadvantaged (Hanberger, 2008). Mitlin (2001)
highlights that the importance attributed to grassroots in poverty reduction is over-stated,
as the relationship between civil society organisations, social capital, economic growth and
social transformation are more complex and long-term. Many civil society organisations
seem more concerned with immediate alleviation of pressing problems than with either
empowering the poor or achieving substantial material improvements in their situation
(Crook & Sverrisson, 2001; Steiner, 2007; Mubangizi, 2008). Evaluation of partnership
initiatives in Johannesburg suggests that civil society fails to be effective even in poverty
alleviation except on a small scale (Beall, Crankshaw & Parnell, 2000; Devas, 2001).
If policymakers are committed to a just sustainability framework then all tiers of
government, particularly global institutions, must move beyond prescribing initiatives such
as horizontal democracy by focusing on mechanisms that ensure that transparency and
accountability are legally binding (Véron et al., 2005). Promoting a means by which
transparency and accountability can be improved, Behn (2001) suggests that democratic
accountability should refer to ‗a compact of mutual, collective responsibility‘ (p. 125)
instead of searching for someone to blame and punish. This notion of accountability shifts
attention to the responsibility of all those constituting the accountability environment—
that is, all those engaged in and affected by public policy (Hanberger, 2008). This notion
draws attention to justification for public policy and collective responsibility for policy
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failure and success. While we would avoid local auditing approaches that could lead to a
tyranny of transparency (Strathern, 2000), a better option is to give citizens greater
opportunities to assess public policy directly and form opinions about accountability that
include expectations of moral responsibility (Hanberger, 2008).
No simple solution exists to this conundrum and, as Lane and Morrison (2006) state,
‗… the structural democratization of the public sphere, combined with the crisis of
legitimacy in state action and regulation, makes ―horizontal‖ governance a key feature
inevitable‘ (p. 240). Given this reality, the authors advocate engaging with civil society
organisations in a critical way that rigorously assesses both their strengths and limitations
and reserves political space for public interest. Reflecting on methods to protect
democratic representation, the public interest in public policy and accountability within
decentralised governance is vital for contributing to a society of trust and moral
responsibility (Weber, 1999; Fischer, 2003; Nelson et al., 2008).

Conclusion
Community narratives powerfully echo a transformation of discourse which,
according to Evans, Hanlin and Prilleltensky (2007), facilitates deeper understanding and
may be a necessary antecedent for strategic action. However, inextricably linked to
transformational change is the role of visionary leadership (Fyson, 1999). When there is a
consensus for change, a new visionary leader is required to institutionalise the revitalisation
process (Bass & Avolio, 1994). This is similar to what Etzioni (1964) described as ‗the
cycle of non-bureaucratic heads, whereby charismatic leaders routinely establish new
organizations‘ (p. 54). In view of these deeper-level signifiers of change, it is evident that
the community is in its early stages of development and will need to grapple with the
processes of leadership, reflection and trust central to visioning and transformational
community. Institutional policies are powerful instruments of change and possess the
good intentions to promote justice to the planet and people. Nevertheless, this research
reveals that, despite the best intentions of policy and community capacity building, the
powerless are excluded and continue to battle with a greater share of burdens.
For sustainability goals to be successfully implemented it will require the
conscientious and purposeful efforts of governments as well as the full support of all
stakeholders. Governments, however, must take the leadership role in instituting
accountability in decentralised governance to tackle power differentials and inequity in
outcomes. Also important is for stakeholders to embrace transformational change toward
a human social system where the political principle of equality ensures all members of society
are provided with resources to have meaningful participation and opportunity to improve
their lives (Newbrough, 1995). However, to develop communities that are caring and
competent, the principle of fraternity is vital as the binding concept of community. No
blueprint for change exists except that, as researchers, we need to promote a slow cultural
revolution that will allow serious consideration of living differently. Rather than discard
the concept of just sustainability, it is a useful framework to debate the choices for
humanity based on an appreciation of the close links between sense of community, the
environment and society and the power structures that both empower and exploit people
and the planet.
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