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art at the heart
of Victoria

locally responsive
and

statewide

Wimmera DVD playing as people enter (7mins) 2.40 – 2.47

Fresh & Salty – locally responsive AND state-wide - Presentation / Q & A
Welcome to Regional Arts Victoria’s presentation of Fresh & Salty. I am Verity 
Higgins, RADO in the region of Ballarat. With me today are some of the others who 
make up the RADO network in Victoria:

Deb Milligan – Wellington Shire, based in Sale

Marion Matthews – Wimmera Partnership, based in Horsham

Jo Grant – South West Partnership, based in Port Fairy

The other RADOs are Liz Webb – Mansfield & Mt Buller, Robbi Neal – Golden 
Plains Shire, based in Bannockburn and Marianne Guetta – Swan Hill Partnership

Also joining us are Susan Strano, Manager, Creative Communities at RAV and Joe 
Toohey Program Manager. (identify any artists present)

You would have been given a map of Victoria with where our team is situated.
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Ephemeral works return to the landscape – water returns to the Lake

Intro / overview of the statewide project

“ WATER!”…everyone yelled, when RAV’s RADOs, caught in an early summer 
brainstorm, were asked to identify the current key issues for regional communities. 

This was the first trickle of the Fresh & Salty project, which has flowed through the 
five regional communities of Wellington Shire, the Wimmera, South West Victoria, 
the Golden Plains and Ballarat. 
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• demonstrate the role that the arts and artists 
can play in engaging communities in a 
major issue

• develop the RADO network

Wimmera

Ballarat

Wellington Shire

Golden Plains Shire 

South West

Why?

In 2007 Regional Arts Victoria (RAV) responded to regional concerns about water 
by initiating five projects across the state in a major statewide project called Fresh & 
Salty. 

By utilising its expanded Regional Arts Development Officer (RADO) network, RAV 
demonstrated the role that the arts can play in providing positive opportunities for 
communities. 

The RADOs consulted their communities and formed partnerships with community 
organisations. Though creatively diverse, each project explored local experiences of 
water issues, cultivated new community networks and created cultural development 
opportunities for regional communities.

Through the engagement of local artists and their work, Fresh & Salty aimed to 
enhance understanding of how environmental issues influence and support our way 
of life. 
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Animation about salinity - Wimmera

RADO: Marion Matthews                       Project Coordinator: Carolynne Hamdorf

Artists: Dave Jones, Mary French, Hannah French

Partner: Wimmera Catchment Management Authority

LGAs: Horsham, Northern Grampians, Yarriambiack, Hindmarsh

In the Wimmera, local RADO Marion Mathews worked in partnership with the 
Wimmera Catchment Management Authority. Artists Dave Jones, Mary French and 
Hannah French were commissioned to develop a short animation to increase 
awareness of the impact of salinity in Wimmera waterways. The result was the 
creation of a 7 minute DVD, (as you would have seen as you came in to this 
session) narrated by a no-nonsense, bulbous nosed waterbug explaining how salt 
affects, not only his part of the river, but the whole system. 
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Lake Wendouree, Ballarat

RADO: Verity Higgins

Artists: Michael Shiell and Billy Blackall

Mentor: Peter Blizzard

Partner: Ballarat & District Aboriginal Cooperative (BADAC) Youth Group

LGA: City of Ballarat

In Ballarat (RADO Verity Higgins) worked in partnership with the Ballarat and 
District Aboriginal Cooperative youth group, the City of Ballarat and artists Michael 
Shiell and Billy Blackall to create an ephemeral earth drawing on the dry bed of 
Lake Wendouree, using turned earth and clay. There are three platypus figures 
swimming through the work, each one being 150 m x 75m (total area 900m x 
300m). The work will soon be submerged due to the piping of water from the 
wastewater treatment plant.
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Heyfield Wetlands

RADO: Deb Milligan

Artist: Gillian Swanson

Mentor: Cameron Robbins

Partner: Heyfield Wetlands Information Centre

LGA: Wellington Shire

in Wellington Shire RADO Deb Milligan worked in partnership with the Heyfield 
Wetlands Information Centre, Wellington Shire and Arthouse Gippsland. Local artist 
Gillian Swanson created Sero - a striking 3m high sculptural abstraction of a locally 
Indigenous seedpod, that speaks of hope and regeneration after devastating fires 
and floods in Gippsland. An important part of the project was the development of 
community sculptures in 3 small towns and the nurturing of skills and partnerships 
that this entailed
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Haddon Wetlands

RADO: Robbi Neal

Artists: Julie Collins & Derek John

Mentor: Marsha Pels (New York)

Partner: Haddon Primary School

LGA: Golden Plains Shire

In Haddon in the Golden Plains RADO, Robbi Neal, worked in partnership with 
Haddon Primary School and the Golden Plains Shire. Local artists Julie Collins and 
Derek John created Ship of Fools – Ship of Hope, a living sculpture. The sculpture 
references the rewards and consequences of how we manage our water. Year 6 
students from Haddon Primary School have taken on responsibility for the care and 
maintenance of the sculpture and the Wetlands it inhabits. They will hand this 
responsibility on to the fresh batch of year 6 students annually.
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Kurtonitj (Indigenous Protected Area) near Tyrendarra

RADO: Jo Grant

Artists: Vicki Couzens and Carmel Wallace

Artisan: Alistair Tune (Stone Waller)

Partner: Winda Mara Corporation, Lake Condah Sustainable Development Project

LGAs: Glenelg Shire, Moyne Shire

In the South West RADO Jo Grant worked in partnership with the Lake Condah 
Sustainable Development Project through Winda Mara Aboriginal Corporation. Vicki 
Couzens and Carmel Wallace designed and built the sculpture, based on the design 
of traditional Indigenous eel traps. The sculpture references historical use of water 
by European and Indigenous communities, and combines and reinvigorates old 
artforms.
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Project Aims
• Create five new visual artworks 

• explore local and statewide 
water issues

• Support regional artists

• Demonstrate the capacity of the 
arts to develop communities 
and engage them in local issues

• Showcase and support cultural 
development of regional 
communities

• Generate positive media 
coverage
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Project Model

• RADOs – creative producers and peer coordination

• Community partners – stake in the message and the artwork

• Artists – collaboration and exchange

• Mentors – development of artists through various stages of 
career

Fresh & Salty built on the success of our previous statewide projects with the added 
element of the ongoing support, meaningful collaborations and partnerships that a 
network of Regional Arts Development Officers can engender. Through this project 
we developed a project structure that reached across the state as well as being 
locally responsive. 

It demonstrated the role that the arts and artists can play in providing positive 
opportunities for communities to explore a significant issue, in this case, Water.
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Project structure

• Managed locally by RADOs 

• Major project partners: non-
arts and community

• Project Coordinator & Artistic 
Advisor

• Supported by RAV 
management

• Mentors engaged to support 
development of artists

The RADOs managed the local projects in partnership with regional artists, shire 
councils and community organisations. The artists worked with mentors to extend 
their practice and the entire project was overseen by Artistic Advisor, Donna 
Jackson and coordinated across the state by Swan Hill RADO Liz Duthie. 

There was a central management structure which provided support yet allowed for 
flexibility on the ground. 

Though each local project was artistically diverse, they all explored local water 
issues, cultivated new community networks and partnerships, and created cultural 
development opportunities for regional communities.
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Factors for success

• shared vision and 
overarching principles

• a solid guiding structure 
with local flexibility

• the capacity to engage a 
cross section of community

• build new and strengthen 
existing partnerships

Artistic Advisor, Donna Jackson

Factors in successful collaborations and partnerships

In this presentation we thought we’d share some factors that we found successful in 
developing and maintaining collaboration, exchanges and partnerships 

• Shared vision – keeping an eye on over-arching principles

• Solid structure with room for flexibility in order to be responsive to local needs

• Diverse community participation through engagement with the issue (water) and 
harnessing that energy

• The potential to promote future networks, relationships and projects and 
strengthen existing partnerships
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Shared vision - overarching principles

Parents helping with Heyfield Primary School sculpture

The project involved five communities and partnerships with over twenty 
businesses, community organisations and local governments, and hundreds of 
participants.  In particular, we wanted to explore partnerships with non-arts 
organisations like the Lake Condah Sustainable Development Project and the 
Heyfield Wetlands Information Centre, most of whom had not been involved in a 
community art project of the scale before.



14

Partnership Case Study: Wimmera Catchment Management Authority

One of the highly successful partnerships in this project was with the Wimmera 
Catchment Management Authority. The artists created a 7 minute animation about 
salinity that was also the catalyst for a magnificent schools resource kit that is used 
by schools throughout the Wimmera.

This has formed a major part of WCMA’s campaign for the next three years 
(replacing footballer, Adam Goodes, as spokesperson). Following the success of 
this, the artists were further commissioned to create 3x30second TV ads which 
have been airing on WIN TV and feature the voices of local people visiting the 
Wimmera River.

Play ads. 3 x 30sec
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Art that makes you go whoa!

Artistic Advisor’s role

We wanted to create great art. Mind blowing art. Art that makes you go whoa! 
Donna Jackson was the Artistic Advisor and worked in different ways with each 
project tailored to the needs of the artist and local RADO. Her overview made sure 
we all kept our eye on the quality and cohesion of the art across the five projects.

The project also supported the development of the artists in a number of ways.  
Three of the projects involved collaborations between two or three artists and a 
number of the artists were given the opportunity to identify and develop an aspect of 
their practice through a mentorship exchange with an experienced artist of their 
choice. 



16

Wimmera: Dave Jones and Mary French

Extension of artistic practice

There was a significant extension of artistic boundaries in each of these projects, for 
example

In Wimmera: Mary French is a highly skilled puppet maker who has always wanted 
to animate her works and had the skills in latex that gave Dave Jones another 
dimension to his animation. Hannah French, also a puppet maker, is an emerging 
filmmaker who was mentored by Dave Jones. It was one of those serendipitous 
collaborations where each artist was learning from the other.



17

Ballarat: Billy Blackall and Michael Shiell

Extension of artistic practice

In Ballarat: environmental artist, Michael Shiell could explore his affinity with Lake 
Wendouree, at that point completely dry, and explore the Indigenous history and 
culture of the lake with local Indigenous artist, Billy Blackall. Michael was also 
mentored by renowned sculptor, Peter Blizzard.
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Golden Plains: Julie Collins and John Derek (r) 

Extension of artistic practice

in Golden Plains: Julie Collins was offered a mentorship with New York artist,  
Marcia Pels. She was also able to further expand on her current body of work. As 
an artist with a national reputation, Fresh & Salty gave Julie the opportunity to  work 
within her own community.
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Wellington Shire: Gillian Swanson 
working in fibreglass 

Extension of artistic practice

In Wellington: This provided a significant extension in Gillian’s artistic practice. She 
was mentored in public art design and installation by renowned environmental 
sculptor, Cameron Robbins. Gillian had not created a large public piece before and 
lives in a remote area where no trucks dare freight so weight and transportability 
were an issue. Consequently she used fibreglass – a material that she had not used 
before either. It was a massive and very rewarding learning curve. 
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South West:  Carmel Wallace and Vicki Couzens with stone waller, Alistair Tune

Extension of artistic practice

In South West: The sculpture was the result of a cross cultural collaboration
between artists Carmel Wallace and Vicki Couzens. Local Stone wall artisan 
Alastair Tune also trained the artists in the skill of dry stone walling and guided the 
project technically.  Carmel and Vicki are both experienced and established artists 
in their fields but had never worked in collaboration on a project of this size.  
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Ballarat artists, Michael and Billy (with Verity) visit the South West project, Carmel, Vicki (with Jo)

Visits to other projects

This openness to explore uncharted territory was underpinned through collegiate 
support of lead artists and mentors statewide,

Opportunities for regional artists to work together are few and far between. RAV 
brought all artists together at the beginning and completion of the project to share 
their work and insights into working this way. Some of the artists took the 
opportunity to visit other projects.

The artists felt that they were part of a big statewide project, and were inspired by 
each other’s work across art forms. It has opened the way for future possible 
collaborations and projects.
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Solid guiding structure with local flexibility

Ballarat and District Aboriginal Cooperative (BADAC) Youth Group

Understanding and negotiating different cultures and practices

eg, Ballarat: Involving the BADAC youth group enabled them to discover more 
about local Indigenous history and be proud to be Indigenous, as well as being 
recognised in the community as being involved in a high profile project which 
received statewide publicity. In this year of the Rudd government’s historic apology 
to Indigenous Australians, the significance of working on Australia Day weekend to 
create a monumental earth sculpture based on local Indigenous iconography was 
not lost on the participants. 
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Respect for partners’ objectives

The project sought to engage the partners in a meaningful way and deliver 
opportunities for them

Wimmera: WCMA took on a large role in the coordination of the project at the local 
level. They were able to leverage this arts project to create an important resource kit 
for schools which uses the animation as the catalyst for discussion and learning.

The project had purpose, life and value for the organisation. Project expectations 
were clearly articulated by both RAV and Wimmera CMA, with agreed and shared 
outcomes. The creative objectives were valued and respected by the Wimmera 
CMA. 
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Year 6 Haddon Primary School students with their own sculptures at the Golden Plains launch

Long term partnerships

planning for the long term partnerships

Not just how to get them started but what happens later. Ensuring the partnership 
continues through the artwork beyond the life of the project. Planning, MoU’s etc 
were crucial. Including decisions agreed at the outset re future responsibility and 
maintenance. 

eg: Golden Plains. The living sculpture was passed into the custodianship of the 
primary school and will be ceremoniously passed on to successive grade sixers

eg Ballarat:as an ephemeral sculpture,  the postcards were an important way for 
the artwork to live on and were delivered to every household in Ballarat. The 
Council has also paid the artists for use of the design on signs around Ballarat 
“Welcome to Wauthaurong Country”
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Capacity to engage a cross section of community

Play audio from BADAC vox pops

Communities are as rich, diverse and multi-layered as we are and their needs are 
just as complex. Their boundaries shift and merge all the time. They are all different 
with differing needs. It is useful to have a range of ways in which communities can 
participate

eg: SouthWest: community stonewalling workshops in the south west was one 
example. artists and community members from across the region attended and it 
was the first time some people had been on that land 

eg: Wellington: volunteers from the Heyfield Wetlands Information Centre were 
involved in the planning and installation of the sculpture, which was gifted to the 
wetlands at the launch. Local primary school kids engaged in a public project in their 
town; CFA and garden club worked with the Briagolong artists on renewing Anzac 
Park.
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Harnessing community energy

Volunteers from the Heyfield Wetlands Information Centre installing Sero

Look for the ‘energy’ or hot spot in a community and find a way to engage it

eg: Ballarat: the site was highly iconic and a vital nerve point. During the project 
community began to question their relationship/s to the lake, seeing the project as 
either helping to bring meaning, or the flipside: being to blame for the state of the 
lake. It engaged everyone’s attention because of its symbolism and the artwork is 
now integrally linked with the lake’s future.

eg Wellington: The project managed to heal a few rifts in the Briagolong 
community, bringing community members together constructively and creatively.
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Iconic and unusual landscapes

Lake Wendouree February 2008

Kurtonitji Indigenous Protected Area

South West:  the sculpture was created on an indigenous protected area, using 
only materials found there. This precious spot is now part of the first Australian 
UNESCO Geo Park called Kanawinka. Owned and managed by local people 
through Winda Mara Corporation who is now running tours to the land. The 
partnering with an Indigenous organisation and handing over of a significant piece 
of art stimulated a sense of ‘giving back’ to the cultural heritage of the Land. 

Ballarat: Lake Wendouree, as a gathering place, is a site rich in cultural heritage for 
Ballarat’s Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. Having dried out completely in 
2006, it is also a strong icon of drought and climate change in the region and 
hence an ideal canvas for this project, a collaboration between an Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous artist. 
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Work with existing cultures and processes

Ship of Hope – Ship of Fools, Haddon Wetlands

working within existing cultures and utilising existing processes to gain strong 
meaningful engagement with communities/organisatons

Golden Plains: the project had to be redesigned at last minute and had a short lead 
time for development. (Robbi) was able to bring together existing concerns of local 
artist, Julie Collins (environmental sculpture) and the Haddon Primary School 
(management of the neighbouring wetlands). The project was extremely successful 
in providing students with a framework for exploring their responsibility to the 
environment and the consequences of not caring adequately for the environment. 
The students adopted the artist’s concept and created their own paper sculptures 
which were used in the project launch.
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Work with existing cultures and processes

Briagolong sculpture, Wellington Shire

Wellington: working with Community Strengthening Unit and tying into Community 
Representative Groups helps ensure access to wide range of community groups 
that are already established and working together towards a common aim. Tying it 
further into work already agreed to in their Community Plans guarantees community 
acceptance and support as well as strong Council support and thereby access to 
more resources. for example Briagolong group had amazing support from council re 
landscaping etc
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Build new and strengthen existing partnerships

Donna Jackson and Liz Duthie’s early site visit to the South West project

SouthWest: our partnership with WindaMara Aboriginal Corporation gave the project 
access to a wider network of artists and community members and helped get the 
word out in ways we couldn’t have done on our own. The most important aspect of 
this partnership was the cultural advice and exposure to the indigenous community 
Winda Mara provided through cultural liaison. 
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Local Council and community

Haddon Primary School kids making art in the wetlands

in Golden Plains, Wellington and South West, the project created artwork in 
smaller towns, not the shire’s major towns, as is often expected both by council and 
community

This advances the objectives of LGAs to reach the smaller towns 

Eg Haddon, Kurtonitj, Heyfield, Briagalong, Meerliu
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Artistic Advisor, Donna Jackson, Project Coordinator, Liz Duthie, RADOs and project artists at the first 
briefing and sharing day

Artist exchange

One thing that came through the entire project loud and clear, was that all the 
participants wanted to create something positive and uplifting that spoke of 
resilience and growth.  Something that spoke about the way in which they want to 
move forward. This personal ownership was made possible largely through the 
combination of locally based officers, with the support structure provided by a 
centralised management structure
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• Locally meaningful but 
part of a larger 
movement

• Engaging non-arts 
agencies

• Communities connecting 
with artists

• Central direction – local 
control

• Long term partnerships 
need to be developed by 
someone on the ground

Locally responsive AND statewide

The project demonstrates an example of the interconnectedness of communities 
across a state, the development of networks between artists, a positive example of 
partnerships and collaborations between artists, arts workers and non arts bodies 
working together towards artistic outcomes within local communities. 

The project resulted in unexpected ongoing partnerships between businesses, local 
governments and artists and raised awareness in the community of arts as a vital 
response to a dire situation and the current environmental issues that affect all of 
regional life. The project effectively highlights the value and outcomes of 
partnerships, collaboration and exchange.
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Q&A
Verity Higgins, RADO Ballarat Deb Milligan, RADO Wellington Shire

Marion Matthews, RADO Wimmera Jo Grant, RADO South West

Robbi Neal, RADO Golden Plains Susan Strano, Creative Communities


