Looking Through a Shattered Windscreen:

Community Visioning Processes.

Abstract

Visioning is identified as a critical part of planning processes and vital for Government in providing direction in economic and infrastructure development.

But is it realistic in contemporary communities, especially those with particular geographic, cultural, historical or economic inhibitors such as those found throughout regional, remote Australia?

Visioning is often misinterpreted to mean, “branding” and this is often lead by tourism interests that need a branding construct to sell the destination to travellers.  However branding is a simplification and characterisation of a far more complex set of interactions.

The tourism industry is significant because in it’s efforts to create and sell tourism product, the “product” may in part drive a community to self perceptions that do not reflect the community’s genuine self image or sense of place and purpose.

Places can become what tourism marketing promotes.  Within that are lost communities, which do not share the image or Government agencies that do not promote the concept.  As the disparities are more sharply drawing the clear vision forward can be recognised more correctly as the vision through a shattered windscreen.

Processes of visioning are challenging and vital for communities, providing the sense of place that can drive a community to shared commitment and progress or cause division to be more deeply drawn.  The tourism industry needs that vision more than most but must see it as a community process of self-discovery.  Government must learn that is a shared vision that engenders enthusiasm and action creating healthy human environments.  It comes from people that are idiosyncratic, unpredictable, obstructive but above all passionate about their place.  It needs to be a planned process but one not driven by planners.

Communities that grow organically, through processes of discussion, debate, disagreement and determination are those that survive and are sought by visitors.  Governments must learn that for communities to be true to themselves as healthy places there needs to be belief in themselves.  Belief comes from the community’s interactions with itself and others but not through direction.  Governments may see tourism as an opportunity for economic growth, developers see financial return, communities look for social benefits.  

The vision of a community, if it is to be relevant, must be its own and must flower from its own resources that represent a union of the community’s strengths and recognition of its weaknesses.

Visioning in Alice Springs reflects all these features while pointing forward to emerging futures based around a new and hopefully shared sense of community.

Part One

Planning and Visioning.

The Western world’s love affair with planning dates back several centuries.  Ownership of land, and our relationship to land, is defined by fears that the industrialised invented as a response to the growing value of capital within a new economic paradigm.

This paradigm introduced a concept of personal ownership of land, which could be used by proprietors to exercise power over others through control of land.  To do this, however, land must be defined differently, in a personal way with very strictly detailed records of ownership.  As a consequence planners have become an essential component of Government activity.  Land and land use planning processes have become the hallmark of modern community development.

Economic development is inextricably linked to land use.  Thus when Government desires to progress development initiatives it begins with community planning but structured within the inhibiters of land ownership.  While visioning comprises a critical path in development it is restrained by these determinant influences.

Visioning is often simplified into “branding” a marketing concept related not to community building but selling.  The tourism industry embraces branding because it is the way of selling that place or community to the visitor world.  It becomes a construct to attract people not a community’s sense of place or purpose.

Planners are potentially and often effectively influenced by branding, so a process flawed by key social constructs is further marred by a simplistic interpretation of the process.  

When we consider planning and the natural visioning component, we must question how we conduct visioning processes in contemporary Territory environments where geography, multi-culturalism, history and regional economics are challenging.  Are these processes appropriate when the nature of land ownership, social structures and cultural underpinning’s are not grounded in western senses of land, ownership, economic benefit and so on.

There is a real risk that through tourism’s efforts to create a product and sell that product a community’s self-perception may be incongruent to its genuine self-image.  But more importantly the inconsistency may confuse the sense of place inherent in the community or communities that make up that place leaving only a hollow shell.  The perceptions of minorities or marginalised majorities are overridden by an image that fits “branding”, not “knowing”.

Those forces for solid planning draw heavily upon the traditions established by the industrial revolution and applied rigorously to varied, fragile landscapes.  Government believes that by planning it may be forging futures when in fact might be casting the flaw that will crack the bell.

Because we start from an ideology that has fixed views on land ownership and the importance of capital then we fail to set the parameters for a clear vision of the future as many of the stakeholders will be excluded from the process.  Visioning will be driven by and for those believers in the politics of a particular planning form.

Part Two

Places can become what tourism marketing promotes.

Tourism marketing is of course highly specific, determining how a destination should presented to the consumer.  This is a construct developed by external commercial entities that are selling “dreams” not reality.  For the community it may be in direct conflict with economic or social aspirations and even with cultural or lifestyle choices.

Images grow in strength though use.  The “outback”, where we maybe now, is defined by the images we have become used to seeing and hearing about.  Uluru in some ways now identifies Central Australia, Queensland is “lush tropical” and Sydney for example is inextricably bound with the Opera House and Harbour Bridge.

The growth of the image is usually driven by outsiders whose impression is rarely that created from living in a place, though many of the creators may live there.  Planners, architects, journalists, publishers, marketeers and Government each in their own way modify and manage the community’s image often without the community’s own input.  The simple process of land use decisions, new architectural trends, or short-term economic return through, among other things, tourism, creates artificial places with character not drawn from the people.

Aged, youth, disenfranchised minorities, marginalised majorities, impoverished or under-capitalised segments are isolated while ruling elites, powerful bureaucrats, technocrats and culturally dominant groups define the vision.

Consequently most community visions are not a clear view forward but are more like looking through a shattered windscreen.  Many small visions, separated by fracture lines comprise a community’s future view.  Our desire for a simple, singular vision is formed by Western determination to manage community; it’s development, landscape and structure within a narrow paradigm of community.  It is related to our fear of foreign landscapes and cultures and an urge to impose existing power structures on communities.

This is highlighted by Nazi Germany’s use of architectural images to define community, the significance of the fall of the Berlin Wall and more recently the use of images of destruction of statues of Saddam Hussien as evidence of new beginnings.

The power of these images cannot be under estimated.  Tourism can be the catalyst for some of images and they can be as divisive as they are embracing.  The responsibility in creating images, visioning or branding is consequently very great.  By branding communities we are potentially enforcing a vision upon a community that is not shared by many people.

Some of these barriers lie in the fundamental nature of tourism.  Tourism in its contemporary form, and as it often applies to cultural tourism, powerfully highlights difference.  Western travellers assume the role of “guest” while less Westernised communities are forced into the role of “host”.  This in itself is not intrinsically bad but it can, and does, lead to exploitation.  Traditional roles of guest and host are dislocated as in modern tourism “guests” usually travel and occupy their own “world” through airlines, coaches or caravans and hotels.  This places the “guest” at a distance to the “host” but still fully “in your face”.  Those that benefit most are of course those that are affected least.

Visitors to the Territory are primarily there to experience “wilderness” placing Indigenous experiences within that context.  Consequently cultural tourism, a key tourism development edge, is more often superficial and simply local “colour” as visitors define the experience and control the terms of its presentation.  Positioning of cultural tourism by the consumer within the natural environment means options for communities in tourism are currently constrained.  Choices about involvement in tourism must be made with this concept clearly in mind.  Indeed these choices are crucial because they are decisions about life style, community privacy, and relationships with the external world. 

Part Three

A community’s Sense of Place can be inclusive or divisive.

Processes of visioning are challenging and vital for communities.  It is vital because communities need a sense of place to direct the long-term planning for the community, to provide the foundation that informs processes of development.

The challenge lies in defining the vision for the communities that exist within human conglomerations.  In all communities there are communities within communities within communities.  Alice Springs is of course no different.  The tourism industry keenly seeks a vision to create a commercial sense of place but that may not be the vision shared by the pastoral industry or by Government nor by the Traditional Owners of this place.  Each sees the world through their own prism of history, culture and society.

Inserting a vision for singular commercial imperatives is likely to create division.  A vision must be inclusive; it cannot be isolated from the community nor the processes of development within the community.  The vision must inform all the processes of infrastructure, social development and planning.

A vision cannot gloss over youth, aged, ethnicity or wealth in its effort to strike a common path forward.  Vested interests in the past or cultural supremacists or economic benefits must not bind the vision to fragments of the windscreen.

The risk is that though seeking shared views, difference will become more evident.  Honest and open expression of desires and aspirations will inevitably lead to points of difference.  Indeed it is the myths of creation that will often be the critical issue.  These are not the religious creation theories, but those communities generate themselves about their place their history.  Often these are founded in those fears of different landscapes and cultures where people now live.

These fears compound the divide between people and as part of debate see people retreat into the shelter of the known, their known.  In effect our fears encourage us to see the world only through the small piece of the windscreen not through a clearer glass.  Humans are idiosyncratic, unpredictable, obstructive but above all passionate about their place.  To create a healthy human environment we must capture the enthusiasm of a congruent self-perception.  A vision driven by external agencies will, or most likely, not have this congruence.

Each of the communities that live in that place needs input to the vision.  Planners cannot be relied upon to lead this process or, as suggested above, the vision and development paradigm is one of technocrats, not the community.  This is of course said with due acknowledgment for the skills and professionalism of planners, but it is extremely difficult to step outside the cultural, historical, ethnic or personal demographic to independently lead a project.  I have to say this is a dilemma we have found ourselves in at the NTTC.  An objective of creating a vision for Alice Springs we can use for marketing was simple but even bringing the community to the table to discuss the need, a challenge.

It stems from that well-meaning purpose of Government, but without appreciation that the particular delight represented in a place is not created by Government but by people, organically.

Part Four

Communities Grow Organically.

The feature that attracts people to destinations is above all natural individuality.  Natural icons are just that, natural and individual.  Communities are the same.  Travellers wish to see different places ones that have grown organically, sustainable and reflect a uniqueness that is attractive.

It is the very uninhibited, even chaotic pattern of human occupation and evolution that appeals.  While there are civilisations that have prided themselves on order, Aztec, Maya, Roman for example but I doubt the attraction to visit (for recreation) was there until humanity added to the framework.  Canberra was derided for many years before natural human accretions softened the hard-edged plan and established a human dimension.  It is now an attractive and personable city that visitors do choose to visit.

These were physically planned communities.  The planning provided a construct that was not embraced by the people until it had been humanised.  Visioning is a similar process wherein planned creation of an image by others is not meaningful until massaged by those who are living with that sense of place.

Visioning needs to be an organic process growing through and with the community.  This suggests the process must be flexible, consultative and open-ended.  The vision needs to grasp the humanity of the place, from a planned approach refine the community’s self-concept to a shared distillation of spirit.

The small glimpses through the shattered windscreen need to be reformed into broader perspective.  It must grow from the many existing self-images held in the community and while it may be encouraged by others for congruency it must be by the people.

A visioning process is thus something like “communal psycho-analysis”.  The vision must be allowed to evolve and it may be a painful process.  It requires recognition that for communities to be true to themselves, as healthy places, there needs to be belief in themselves.  The values communities have are not always consistent with Government or industry groups.  Tourism can be one of those where it is seen to be a opportunity for economic growth while developers may see financial return but communities look for social benefits.

The identification of these needs and benefits is critical because here lies the crux of the potential point of difference between “Visioners” and as one might say the “Visionee”!  The reason for the vision is that point, but if that purpose can be shared it will have resilience and sustainability.  That reason must also be comprehensive in its objective, impacting on architecture, landscaping, cultural acknowledgments and infrastructure.

Part Five

Pointing Forward to Emerging Futures.

The importance of a Vision, a shared vision is evident.  It contains political, social and cultural significance for communities as well as a framework for planners.

The issue here is, if Visioning is so significant can it be left to Government to lead it?  Clearly the answer is no.  It is simply a fact that for the vision to be complete, to be appropriate, it must grow organically, as do durable communities.  Governments, and their planners, are by nature political conventions bound by the inherent expectations of their dominant social and cultural positions.

A vision always begins from a predetermined platform of experiences and knowledge.  Our objective is to minimise the impact of those fundamental character traits.  To do this we need however to facilitate processes that engage the community in vastly different way from traditional applied by governing structures, even the better versions of this process.

Consultation needs to invite disenfranchised to the table and be able to hear them.  For planners or governments this requires an extraordinary level of commitment to the principle of the process and a willingness to accept the outcomes.  It is a process of empowerment.

Conducting a process like this within communities demands financial and administrative support but without direct intervention of bureaucrats or technocrats.  As a public servant this is both offensive, (am I not part of the community?) and rewarding (am I not the servant of the community?).  The crucial point is to admit, and commit to, the rights of others in determining their future.

Because I am in tourism development I am of course eager to see a vision for destinations, such as here in Alice, because we are seeking to promote the place as part of an economic development program.  However tourism is an ephemeral activity, it is transitory and in many ways is simply a “photo opportunity”.  The effect is to characterise places rather than describe them.

Tourists sense difference and alienation, often retreating into protective behaviours based on usually irrational fears.  The tourist industry also senses this and consequently choreographs traveller’s movements and in effect creates and changes the scenery for the visitor.  Effectively the experience is a narrow one and not one that is reflective of those whose community it is.

But simultaneously visitors are passing through the stories that are there, now and in the past, and that intersection of stories is a modifying experience.

To create the vision, which is so vital, we need to observe and respond to those intersections of life and draw it into a conversation with the community.  Tourism cannot be allowed to dominate this conversation nor is it a function of Government.

The role that we as bureaucrats have is to facilitate the process and then leave it well alone.  Our job is to provide the cash and ask questions but not engage in the creation of vision.  It is a challenge and even where there is the commitment to freethinking it can come unstuck.  Those engaged in the Brisbane “visioning” campaign offer this advice:


“Stakeholders are important, but they’re not everything….hold your nerve!”

This statement reflects two problems, firstly the issue has become one of branding and as a consequence the process is about marketing not a community’s vision of itself and where it wants to go.  Our responsibility is to establish an environment of discussion, which allows communities to explore their future.  Where communities choose themselves to be is a durable outcome, where others choose them to be is unlikely to be sustainable.

As Government or planners we need to as questions that maintain focus, questions that encourage and engage the community.  A process of questioning which seeks personal answers from the whole community may lead us to new futures or may reinforce old ones but irrespective it is the community’s future.

The role of Government, planners, policy makers and even the University is to resource communities to manage this process, financially and intellectually.  Communities have enormous capacity for original thought, what they lack perhaps is rigorous challenging of their beliefs by external agents.  This vigorous challenging and provocative questioning will draw out opinion but it must be impartial and inclusive.

Where are the forums for debate among youth, aged or culturally excluded people?  Where is the planning structure that encourages dissent?  Why do we accept those traditionalist views of the world and the way it should be?

This is the role of a visioning process.  It is here where the ideas and the futures should be explored.  The vision a community has directs its path; the patterns of history and politics inform that plan but must not be allowed to direct it.

Fifty years ago we were standing in the “Dead Heart” of Australia, today we stand perhaps in the “Centre for Desert Knowledge”, perceptions change because people make them change, communities choose different paths.  We, Government, business, researchers have a responsibility to facilitate but then vacate this process.

We need now to be thinking how we can make this happen.  How do we engage our community?  The only way to change our view of the future, to replace that windscreen, is to embark on a journey with our community innovatively, actively searching for ways in which we can make a difference by inviting more people to the table for that conversation.

I leave you today, not with answers but with questions.  How do you, everyday from our privileged positions seek to share an opportunity to vision a future that is genuinely inclusive?

