


technological approaches to the provision of water
services leads to searches for increases in supply.
These include the investment in desalination plants
or membrane technology to produce potable water
from sewage rather than exploration of the
behavioural changes that could reduce the demand
for and consumption of potable water.

It is also evident in investment in transport services
where particular technologies enjoy dominance in
the determination of how demand for urban
services might best be met. How else can we
understand the primacy accorded the
accommodation or fostering of the private

motor car compared with the development of
public transport?

Initiatives to transform urban areas by increasing
their density in the hope that doing so will reduce
environmental stresses are primitive and not
evidence-based. They owe their perceived potency
to cultural path dependencies created by critical
planning agencies.

The highly centralised structures of many
administrative institutions, public and private, also
tend to foster and accentuate the inefficiencies that
result from highly centralised urban centres. All
these processes and institutional arrangements tend
to compound the challenges to the environment.
They all raise major public policy questions and may
contribute to processes of institutional redesign to
develop structures more appropriate to the
management of sustainability.

Students on the University of Melbourne’s Parkville campus

The creation of the Melbourne School of
Government and its public policy research agenda
provides opportunities for MSSI to develop a
program to ensure that space and location as well
as behavioural dimensions are integral elements to
the policy responses directed at sustainability issues.

MSSI would provide a home base for a suite of
collaborative projects.There is no magic size for
each project but it is assumed that after two years
there might be as many as four projects at any

one time each of with a core group of four to five
scholars drawn from the different disciplines that
constitute the University. Each group would be
expected to maintain good working relations with
other MRIs and other parts of the University. There
is also no magic period over which balanced multi-
disciplinary research and policy advice might be
developed. Projects generally would be expected to
have a life of two to four years.

It will not be sufficient for MSSI to sponsor
research projects without being prepared to essay
a response to the So What? question. That is, it is
important to acknowledge that part of the function
of MSSI is, in addition to stimulating and

supporting research into major questions, to accept
as part of its role an educational function. It would
need to pursue such a purpose on campus.That

is, part of the educational outcomes of projects
should be designed to transform the various MRIs
and other elements of the University of Melbourne
so that they developed sensitivity to the need to
think outside the square and ensure that their own
work is daring and multidisciplinary in its character.

Probably more importantly, the projects should be
designed to develop a conversation with and
understanding of and by the larger community.
That is, part of each project’s resources would be
focused on producing advice, including draft policy
advice, on how the results of research into
sustainability might be important in framing new
approaches to the sustainability of environments
that might include regulations or legislation to
affect change.



Each project would mount a regular series of
seminars exploring the issues on which they focus.
Attendance at the seminars would be drawn from
the general academic community but also from
officers of government agencies, citizens and the
private sector, as part of MSSI’s outreach mission.

It is not the purpose of this paper to propose a list
of projects: that must come out of discussions
within MSSI and the University, as well as
discussions in the community. This paper indicates,
through a selection of possible projects, how MSSI
should participate in a discussion designed to ener-
gise the process of identifying the research
priorities to inform the selection of specific
research and policy questions focussing on
sustainability.

The following discussion is one view of the ways in
which several preliminary research questions might
be identified and form part of an evolving program
of research to incrementally provide public advice
on the actions that might be needed to improve the
sustainability of Australian society. Other views may
come into focus as we proceed.

It is important at the outset to acknowledge that
the research strategy should be constructed on the
assumption that it is an iterative process.That is, it
should be acknowledged that it is unlikely that any
solution proposed would be the last word on the
issue but that it might need to be revisited in the
light of new knowledge or understandings of the
preparedness of society to act on proposed
ameliorative programs.

There appears to be general agreement among
scientists that we are reaching levels of CO2 in the
atmosphere and temperatures that prejudice our
survival. But short of this, as an urban nation, there
is a need to explore how we should adapt to the
challenges of mitigation and adaptation to make
society more sustainable.

This then introduces a degree of urgency and
suggests that it should be the initial focus of MSSI
and that it should be seen avowedly as an
exploration of our urban futures.

The following possible projects should be seen as
being illustrative of the kinds of projects MSSI might
support as a way of giving meaning and focus to the
need to explore our urban futures because of the
centrality of them in both minimising the stresses
we collectively create on the environment and on
adapting to the processes of climate change.The
overriding task then is to embark on a program to
understand the processes we are engaged in that
operate in urban areas.

|. We need to give attention to those activities
that stress the environment in order to learn how
we can reduce them.

2. We need to do so while simultaneously trying
to understand how we might, in some areas of
social behaviour, learn how to adapt to them.

In taking this approach we must take the
community into our confidence not only to see
it instrumentally but to learn from it and better
understand the options open to us for remedial
change.

The larger objective may be to minimise stresses
on the environment by changing our behaviour to
make it more sustainable while recognising that in
some circumstances adapting to it may provide an
acceptable, albeit short term, alternative strategy.

A research project should be framed to explore
how the level of CO2 production in the city could
be reduced.This would identify the processes that
now lead to CO2 production resulting from the
development and operation of the city and how it
could be reduced. Some part of this might explore
how society could be expected to operate with
lower levels of energy consumption or of ways of
transforming the modes of energy production and
transmission to those producing less CO2.This
would include exploring the distributional,
behavioural social justice aspects of consumption.



Such a project would not involve MSSI necessarily
in recruiting researchers engaged in energy
production or transmission but it would involve the
recruitment to the project of one or other experts
in energy production and usage such as may be
found in the Melbourne Energy Institute to work in
collaboration with others with expertise in energy
consumption behaviour, communication and policy
design. The objective would be to produce a policy
focussing on the production and use of energy in
the city, including a program to phase out those
forms of energy the production and consumption
of which leads to high levels of CO2 discharged to
the atmosphere.

Another possible early focus for MSSI would be to
explore the notion of growth, how it might be
measured and how focus on current growth
strategies affect sustainability.

A second project might focus on the extent to
which different types of growth generation lead

to forces that reduce the sustainability of society.

It might focus, with the Melbourne Social Equity
Institute, on the distributional aspects or outcomes
of different modes of growth of and their
propensity to affect the natural processes that
secure the stability of the earth systems.A major
element of this project would focus on the different
forms of growth that occur in our cities and their
effect on the production of CO2.We know that
the higher density forms of city growth currently
fostered by city administrations have higher per
capita energy consumption and that they tend to
have higher per capita water consumption
suggesting that governments might do well to
review their urban growth and development
strategies.

Nationally we have a large number of projects
focussing on water, many of which are centred on
the University of Melbourne, but all of them seem
to be constrained in their approach due to a path
dependency created by the water agencies and by
the engineering models that dominate their

consideration.The change in the ways in which
urban water services were provided and financed in
the last quarter of the 20* century not only led to
the harvesting of water from distant ecosystems for
transport to the urban centres where it was
consumed but also introduced a market
liberalisation that led to increases in environmental
stresses in the ecosystems from which water was
extracted and in those into which waste water was
discharged.

This project might focus on a collaborative
approach to the urban water cycle exploring how
it has changed and how much of the change is due
to climate change.The impact of different modes
of production and consumption on demand for
potable water in the city and the management of
consequential streams of waterborne waste
deserves attention.This might extend to exploring
the problems of increasing acidity of near oceans
into which water flows are discharged from the
city. The fact that waste streams are also now being
injected, following different levels of treatment, into
aquifers from which water is later extracted for
human consumption raises significant ethical issues.
The practice also raises issues of sustainability given
that the epidemiological consequences of
subjecting urban populations to sustained exposure
from chemical compounds and nanoparticles now
found in sewage also deserves attention.

Such a project would include exploration of the
distributional, behavioural social justice aspects

of production and consumption.

A significant element of the creation of MSSI and is
reflected in the grand challenges that the University
of Melbourne has identified and accepted is the
imaginative interpretation of the role of the
University and of its role in society.Without
reducing its commitment to scholarship of the
highest order the University has recognised that it
should play a more direct role not only in
producing knowledge about the society in which

it operates but has also set out to help the society
to better understand itself so that it may, from the
force of argument and evidence, adopt policies
designed to make it more sustainable, adaptable
and more resilient.



There are clear risks to such endeavours.They
could be captured, even corrupted, by special
interest groups and the grand objectives of the
University distorted to meet the short-term
interests of such groups.The risk of damage to the
University’s reputation would be significant were
it not for the fact that the University is able to
establish the conditions for appropriate outreach
programs and ensure that the University is alive
to the potential threat by creating the appropriate
framework within which such programs operate.
While the risks are high the rewards to both the
University and the society are potentially very high.
One way of creating for itself the challenge and of
benefiting from it is illustrated by the creation in
the urban field of the Carfton Connect Initiative.

The University of Melbourne is a large, complex
major cultural, educational and research
organisation that enjoys a high reputation
nationally and internationally. It earned its leading
role by making the big decisions and providing
leadership in scholarly matters and social policy
over a long period.The recognition in the 2012 Re-
search at Melbourne White Paper of sustainability and
societal resilience as one of the University’s three
Grand Challenges was an acknowledgement of the
domestic importance of issues of climate change.

It must also be seen as typical of the response the
University has always had to major international
challenges. Climate change is one of the more
vexing current issues Australian and other societies
must contemplate. It provides the impetus for the
University’s participation in the process of discov-
ery, discussion and solution necessary for a success-
ful response.

The University has embarked on an ambitious
project to undertake research and to demonstrate
on the ground, as it were, the relevance for the
research to the real world. The Carlton Connect
Initiative was designed as a key strategic response
to the third Grand Challenge of sustainability so
that academic research here is better focused on
real world issues. More particularly, research needs
to take into account the manner and mechanisms
of translating findings to the public while also
learning from the public’s response. It is an

important large-scale experiment that will take
some time to develop. But it is paramount to tackle
sustainability challenges in this way if we, as a
society, are to understand how the nature of our
urban life impacts on the environment.

The initiative is therefore a nationally important
demonstration project of the connections between
our behaviour and its environmental outcomes. At
its best it will teach researchers and the community
how to formulate appropriate research questions
and how to develop the consultative processes that
the community will need to pursue to achieve
acceptable changes in behaviour to reduce stresses
on the environment. In short it will provide valuable
lessons on the resilience of individuals and
communities in how they can/must operate
together to respond to climate change.

As the Initiative progresses, its success should be
judged according to how the academic community
has responded, how constructive the industry
engagement has been, how the various levels and
arms of government have risen to the challenge and
how well the community has been engaged. At this
early stage in its life not all the answers to these
questions may be satisfactory but it is a key part of
MSSI’s role to be positive, open, constructive and to
learn from each stage in the pursuit of the Initiative.
It has made a good start.
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About MSSI:

The Melbourne Sustainable Society Institute (MSSI) is an inter-disciplinary research institute that aims to progress
sustainability as a societal goal. MSSI provides a portal to all sustainability-related research at the University of
Melbourne and forms a platform for multi-disciplinary, multi-institutional research projects.



