HARBOURKEEPERS AND COASTKEEPERS:
COMMUNITY VOLUNTEERS SAFEGUARDING OUR MARINE & COASTAL ENVIRONMENT
Abstract

HarbourKeepers and CoastKeepers, are initiatives of NPA~Marine that build the capacity of the community to participate in a long-term series of regular activities to safeguard and explore Sydney Harbour and the NSW coastal and marine environment, respectively. They bring together volunteers who are keen to protect, restore and explore these NSW unique oceans.

On-ground activities conducted at various locations around Sydney Harbour and along the NSW coast include: 

	· underwater and beach clean ups,
	· marine biodiversity surveys,

	· bush regeneration
	· volunteer training

	· underwater weed removal,
	· educational events


The wide interest in the marine environment reveals its value to the community. It also recognises that local groups have valuable knowledge thanks to their direct involvement with their environment. By contributing this to a coast-wide knowledge base not only is this able to be used for serious scientific studies and action on a wider area it also feeds back and enhances the knowledge at local level and points to further ways in which such groups can extend their effectiveness through the pooling of their resources, energies and expertise. HarbourKeepers and CoastKeepers can act as catalysts to achieve more coordinated environmental volunteer activities which can achieve greater outcomes for NSW’s  marine and coastal environment.

Created by NPA~Marine, HarbourKeepers and CoastKeepers aim to expand and attract volunteers right along the NSW coast. HarbourKeepers was launched on World Environment Day, 5 June 2004, with CoastKeepers launched in Port Stephens one year later. To date, over 100 HarbourKeepers events have been held with CoastKeepers currently forming hubs at various NSW coastal locations.

Our presentation will provide the aims and reasons for HarbourKeepers and CoastKeepers, detail their operation and update progress to date and future plans.

Websites; www.harbourkeepers.org.au; www.coastkeepers.org.au; www.marine.org.au
Introduction

We are all aware of the many environmental problems we face when looking after our marine and coastal environment. These include a lack of knowledge about marine species and habitats, invasive weeds, accumulating rubbish on the seafloor and foreshores, a lack of a skilled volunteer workforce and a lack of community awareness about threats facing our oceans and how the public can help overcome them. 

HarbourKeepers and Coastakeepers provide ways to help overcome these threats through community participation and a collaborative effort from stakeholders of the marine environment.

NPA~Marine has already held over 100 HarbourKeepers and CoastKeepers events, mobilising our database of over 1000 volunteers. This year we have been priviledged to have won 2 awards; the 2007 Sydney Harbour Week Award for the Environment and the Prime Ministers Award for Excellence in Community Business Partnerships: NSW small business category 2007. These highlight the valuable role of our programs’ stakeholders and our teams of volunteers without which, our achievements would not be possible.

About us

National Parks Association of NSW (NPA) is currently celebrating our 50th year. Since 1957 our committed members have been finding diverse ways to protect, restore and explore NSW natural environment. NPA has now grown to become the largest membership based conservation group in NSW, with our 19 branches harnessing over 5000 members. 

As a non-profit, non-government organisation, NPA is in an excellent position to generate community volunteer involvement in environmental issues. Various sectors of our organisation are playing major roles in mobilising volunteers to advocate for protection of our natural environment. For example, NPA~Marine, NPA’s marine sector has a vast supporter base helping drive the creation of a marine sanctuaries network to protect our most important marine habitats including those of the critically endangered Grey Nurse Shark. Other volunteers work in different ways to achieve conservation outcomes. For example, our celebrity SeaStars volunteer their time to generate media which will increase awareness and support for marine conservation in NSW.

Whilst NPA’s extensive history of advocacy success is better known, teams of our members have also played a significant role in regular on-ground conservation activities during our 50 year history. Examples include helping with track maintenance, removing rubbish, pioneering weed control and bush regenerating efforts and holding community biodiversity surveys. The cumulative impact has been enormous. Volunteers from NPA’s Mid North Coast Branch, for example, have been undertaking regular bitou bush control in Crowdy Bay National Park for over 25 years.

Even with such an extensive history of on-ground volunteerism, NPA~Marine, the marine sector of NPA, recognised that there was enormous potential to expand its existing work. We wanted to involve new volunteers, organise new and diverse events, attract new generations of volunteers and consequently achieve even more environmental outcomes. The result was two geographically distinct programs, HarbourKeepers and CoastKeepers. 

The New Era

HarbourKeepers and CoastKeepers offer the community regular practical ways to protect, restore and explore Sydney Harbour and the NSW coast respectively. The branded programs build on NPA’s long-standing on-ground activities, offering increased opportunities and incentives for community members to volunteer.

HarbourKeepers was launched by Acting NSW Premier, Andrew Refshauge, on World Environment Day 2004, with CoastKeepers launched by NPA~Marine Patron Valerie Taylor exactly one year later.

Both programs now offer a selection of activities including fish surveys, underwater and beach clean ups, bush regeneration, aquatic weed removal, children’s educational workshops and volunteer training. They continue to expand to reach new areas, offer new types of activities and offer new training and teaching opportunities.

Presently, the programs hold about 10 organised events each month, with numerous other HarbourKeepers and CoastKeepers activities occurring concurrently via our volunteer hubs. For example whilst NPA~Marine may arrange a bush regeneration event and a Fish Survey training course one week, our Fish Surveyors will also be out in the water conducting surveys through their independently arranged activities.

A Collaborative Model

HarbourKeepers and CoastKeepers offer a collaborative model. They involve numerous stakeholders whether local, regional or international, to maximise outcomes of the volunteer effort. Whilst NPA~Marine acts as a facilitator, promoter and standard setter, local volunteers and groups still retain ownership of their local activities.  

By contributing through a statewide program not only can volunteers collectively contribute to more widespread scientific databases but the information resulting from such studies can feedback and enhance knowledge at a local level.  Statewide programs conducted at a local level also offer opportunities to pool resources, energies and expertise. HarbourKeepers and CoastKeepers can act as catalysts to achieve more coordinated environmental volunteer activities which can achieve greater outcomes for NSW’s marine and coastal environment.
The programs involve a large range of stakeholders who can collectively all work towards achieving the same environmental goals. For example, the programs currently engage councils, catchment management authorities, NSW Department of Environment and Climate Change, NSW Department of Primary Industries, NSW Maritime, NSW Heritage Office, Sydney Harbour Federation Trust, Project AWARE, NSW Scouts, Coastcare, Sydney Aquarium, Underwater Research Groups and other dive groups, dive companies, corporate volunteer groups and others.  

Flexible approach

Many people nowadays have hectic lifestyles and want a flexible approach to volunteering. HarbourKeepers and CoastKeepers cater for this demand with activities that require varying levels of commitment. Whilst some of our activities, such as our Fish Survey involve a 2 part training course and a commitment to then undertake ongoing surveys, other events such as beach clean up days do not require any prior training or ongoing involvement in the program. 

The diversity of the two programs also enable volunteers to be involved in counting fish on the seafloor one week, foreshore bush regeneration the next and attend a TAFE training event the next week. This attracts people with varied interests or those who want to trial different volunteer opportunities before committing to certain events.

This model not only caters for the diversity of people’s interest and skills but also emphasises the relationship between our foreshores and the ocean. With volunteers working and promoting their findings across the land to ocean boundary, it presents opportunities for the public to visualise how threats in one area impact on their surroundings. For example seeing that rubbish dumped in the ocean will eventually wash up on beaches helps educate people of the relevance of looking after our oceans.

Attracting new volunteers

HarbourKeepers and CoastKeepers aim to provide a fun and social experience for its volunteers. Whilst knowing that they are helping the environment during their hours spent in the programs, the opportunity to learn new skills, discover new information about their local areas and the opportunities to socialise with like-minded individuals plays a role in attracting new volunteers to the programs.

The diversity of events enables people of all ages, and with different interests to get involved. We have had 8 to 80 yr olds, scientists to first time bush regenerators, divers and non-divers involved. 

Of interest is that HarbourKeepers and CoastKeepers have attracted a younger audience than in many traditional environmental volunteer programs. At this historic time, when environmental issues such as climate change are such a hot topic in the mainstream media, NPA~Marine’s programs provide the opportunity to translate this new wave of environmental concern into active involvement by new generations.

In particular, the programs have given opportunities for divers to play their role in looking after their local marine waters. Our Fish Survey has been especially popular. With little known about what marine life lives in our waters this survey enables volunteer divers to help build a picture of their local marine life through the monitoring of 50 target marine fish species. This information is then submitted to BioNet, a public online database via the NSW Department of Primary Industries as well as provided to local councils and environment centres and also contributing to a global marine life database via Project AWARE. With over 100 divers now certified with a PADI Specialty Diver Certification - the AWARE Fish ID Specialty and over 200 surveys submitted, the information is making a valuable contribution towards a better understanding, and hence better management opportunities, for NSW marine waters.

Our programs go beyond just involving volunteers in practical on-ground activities. HarbourKeepers and CoastKeepers additionally involve volunteers with skills suitable for graphic design, event coordination, website management, photography, research, children’s education and more.
Training and teaching

HarbourKeepers and CoastKeepers aim to create a skilled volunteer workforce and consequently they offer various levels of training for its volunteers. Certain events such as clean ups and bush regeneration can require only a short training briefing. However other activities require higher levels of skills. For example our Fish Survey has diver prerequisites as well as a training workshop and two training dives. This ensures that divers are experienced enough to collect meaningful survey data.

HarbourKeepers and CoastKeepers have also developed a Statement of Attainment in Marine and Coastal Conservation with TAFE to help develop the skills of our volunteers in our activities. Launched in late 2006, 15 students participated in the inaugural course in mid 2007.
Other community teaching is provided through our HarbourKids project. HarbourKids provides school workshops, teaching resources and an interactive website for children to learn more about Sydney Harbour’s environment. Launched in early 2007, the program has involved over 100 schoolchildren through its workshops, with a much wider audience engaged through the HarbourKids website and educational materials.

HarbourKeepers and CoastKeepers have both received significant and regular TV, radio and print media. This has helped to not only attract new volunteers and stakeholders, but to improve community knowledge and understanding of their local environment and the threats that volunteers are helping to overcome.

Recognition of our volunteers

Through our volunteers NPA~Marine has already held over 100 HarbourKeepers and CoastKeepers events, mobilising our database of over 1000 volunteers. This year we’ve been priviledged to have won 2 awards; the 2007 Sydney Harbour Week Award for the Environment in March from NSW Maritime as well as our recent accomplishment, the Prime Ministers Award for Excellence in Community Business Partnerships: NSW small business category 2007. These are an amazing achievement recognising the significant contribution of our Primary Dive Supporter Plunge Diving as well as the vital contribution of our teams of volunteers who dedicate their time, energy and expertise to the vital cause of protecting our coastline and oceans.

Building the model

HarbourKeepers and CoastKeepers have been extremely successful to date. Milestones continue to be reached but our vision is still in its relative infancy. 

The programs aim to continue to work with an array of stakeholders to identify threats, gaps in knowledge and the need for further action to protect our environment. NPA~Marine will then act to recruit volunteers and facilitate their involvement in the program.  Our vision is for teams of skilled HarbourKeepers and CoastKeepers volunteers up and down the NSW coast complementing existing programs with a smorgasbord of events to choose from, and supported by more environmentally aware communities.

Conclusion

HarbourKeepers and CoastKeepers have teams of volunteers conducting diverse practical activities to protect, restore and explore Sydney Harbour and the NSW marine and coastal environment.

The programs involve numerous stakeholder groups and build on the existing environmental volunteer effort in NSW. There is enormous potential for these programs to continue to expand to encompass more volunteers working to overcome environmental threats to Sydney Harbour and the NSW coast.

After 3 ½ years of operation, we have a growing database of over 1000 volunteers, over 100 certified fish surveyors, over 200 surveys submitted, 7 active CoastKeepers hubs and over 100 organised events held. Activities are as diverse as the delivery of children’s educational workshops, underwater and foreshore clean ups, aquatic weed removal, island bush regeneration, TAFE courses and fish surveys. 

NPA~Marine looks forward to expanding these programs over the coming years to achieve even bigger and better environmental outcomes.

Visit website www.coastkeepers.org.au and www.harbourkeepers.org.au to find out more. 
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