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The Conversations

The Community Conversations initiative was born out of a desire by the Northern
Grampians Shire Community Development Team to adopt a more strategic approach to
supporting local community groups.

Traditionally, the Community Development Team has consisted of two workers with
portfolios focusing on Arts and Culture, Grants, and Community Planning. Much of the
team’s work had been centered around grants, project development, and responding to
community needs on an ad-hoc basis. However, through ongoing interactions with
community group representatives, staff identified recurring challenges, including the rising
costs of running a group, difficulties in recruiting executive committee members, an ageing
demographic, limitations in project development and grant writing, and, in some cases,
uncertainty about the groups' purpose and direction. These discoveries prompted the team
to consider how they could work more strategically, to support a larger number of
community groups in ways that addressed their ongoing needs and helped them to thrive
and grow. Funding was allocated and planning began.

In mid-2023 and early 2024, the team expanded to include a Multicultural Officer and two
Healthy Ageing Hubs Connections Officers. While these new roles had clear, specific
outcomes, it was evident that there was overlap with existing community development
work and opportunities to consolidate and strengthen the team'’s offerings. This expansion
led to broader engagement with community group representatives, highlighting the need
for a more coordinated and purpose-driven approach.

Recognising the challenges community groups face in continuing their important work, the
team felt it was crucial to not only understand these difficulties but also to explore
potential solutions. As a result, Community Conversations was created to provide a
platform for deeper discussion and collaborative problem-solving.

Although initiated by the Community Development Team, the Community Conversations
series is driven by the needs and desires of community group representatives and
sessions tailored accordingly. Future programming will be continually shaped by the
insights and feedback gathered during these sessions.

This summary report provides an overview of the Community Conversations Initial
Workshop and Workshop 2 — Next Steps. The outcomes from the workshops outlined in
this report will now inform the development of a program and approach that is both guided
by the insights gathered and, in some aspects, co-designed with community group
representatives.
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The Community Development Team facilitated
three Community Conversations sessions. One

in Stawell with 19 participants and two in St
Arnaud with 62 and 37 participants. These
sessions were designed with the following
objectives:

1. Identify Current and Future Challenges:
To gain insights into the factors currently
impacting community groups, as well as

3. The Community Development Team
Understand Broader Systemic Changes:

To explore the broader systemic changes
needed to inform and influence the
Council's priorities, ensuring that future
strategic directions align with the needs of
local groups.

4. Provide Reflective Space for Community
Groups: To offer an opportunity for

potential challenges they may face moving
forward.

community groups to reflect on their own
sustainability and growth, and to gain
insights into the steps they can take to
2. Gather Ideas for Sustainability and Growth: prosper in the future.
To collect feedback from community group

members on how they can remain sustainable,

thrive, and expand, so that the Council can

provide targeted and meaningful support.

Trends that may be impacting community
groups

The Northern Grampians Shire, with an estimated residential population of 11,879 (ABS 2023), is
experiencing some key trends that are influencing how residents engage with and remain involved in local
community groups.

» Age Demographics: A significant portion of the population (37.31%) is aged between 50-75 years, with
the median age being 49. Between 2001 and 2021 there has been a significant decline in people under
the age of 40. This age profile may affect the types of activities and the level of involvement in
community groups.

» Changing Workforce: There has been an increase in temporary workers within the area, which could be
impacting the continuity and stability of volunteer involvement in local groups. The continuing trend of
families needing two wage earners to cover living costs is also impacting volunteering due to time
constraints.

* Volunteering Trends: Like many communities, the shire is also seeing a decline in traditional forms of
volunteering, which can present challenges for maintaining group participation and leadership.
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Current challenges
and realities

Attendees at the Community Conversation
session expressed their concerns around a
range of challenges they are experiencing,
impacting their capacity to operate effectively
and plan for long-term growth. These include
fewer volunteers, programs that aren't
connecting with younger people, rising costs,
and a need for stronger communication and
promotional skills.

There’s also a gap in governance knowledge
and a need to improve computer skills and
tackle technology-related issues. Addressing
these challenges will help ensure that
community groups can continue to thrive and
serve their members for years to come.

Important Factors

For a community group to thrive and sustain
itself in the future, a number of key qualities
were identified at the Community
Conversations session. Strong leadership is
crucial for guiding the group, while embracing
technology can help improve efficiency and
reach a wider audience. Involving young
people in programs and activities ensures
fresh ideas and continued growth.

Adequate funding and solid financial planning
are necessary to support the group’s
initiatives, alongside effective promotion to
spread the word and attract new members.

Effective Leadership
The ability to attract new members
Understanding technology
Youth involvement
Adequate funding / Finances
Effective promotion / marketing

Learning from others
Collaborating

St Arnaud

Strong Leadership

Having a venue or facility
Maintained finances
Targeted promotion

Admin support

Stawell

Staying aware of what's happening in the
broader community and collaborating with other
groups can bring valuable resources and
partnerships. Finally, ensuring access to
transportation can make participation easier for
everyone. Together, these factors create a strong
foundation for lasting success and impact.

The future

Community group members identified a range
of challenges that could affect their long-term
sustainability. However, by recognising the key
factors essential for their groups to thrive, they
can now leverage their collective skills,
expertise, and knowledge to directly address
these issues, positioning themselves for long-
term success.

s 0

1

Having enough volunteers / members



OPPORIINIITES

After identifying the key factors for community group sustainability and success, attendees explored the
necessary steps to move forward, strategies for achieving these goals, and broadly who could be
responsible for driving the process. The following outcomes reflect the group's collective input on the key
steps required to establish a strong foundation for future growth and sustainability. The strategies and
actions will be further developed through a co-design process involving the groups, key organizations, and
the council in the future.

WHAT'S NEEDED STRATEGY ACTION

e Create a community
groups newsletter. (S)

e Hold a community expo.

e Create a directory.

Increased membership/ Develop platforms to
Promotion promote groups and
projects in the shire.

e Use school newsletters.

Increased Share and promote

membership/ what groups are SR

Promotion -  Use the SCAN calendar.
(STA)

Increased Shirawide Make a campaign about

membership and promotions. the community.

promotion

o Make groups more appealing.
(STA)

Connect with youn
young  Support leadership/

Youth involvement

eople.
Peop mentoring programs for
young people. (STA)
. Look for opportunities to
Youth involvement/ Young people sharing develop intergenerational
Technology skills technological skills. programs. (STA)

Key: S - Stawell specific / STA - StArnaud specific.



WHAT'S NEEDED

Collaboration

Collaboration

Collaboration

Collaboration

Leadership

Leadership

Transport

STRATEGY

Share skills and
knowledge.

Share skills and
knowledge.

Share facilities and
resources.

Work with and learn
from other groups.

Develop strategic
plans (roadmaps).

Re-think the structure
of a committee or

group.

Address limited
transport options for
people to get to group
activities and events.

Key: S - Stawell specific / STA - StArnaud specific.

ACTIITY

e Produce alocal skills
register. (STA)

e Create a list of external
groups to make
connections with. (STA)

Look for opportunities to
share administration tasks.

Develop a comprehensive listing
of the available community
facilities/resources in the shire.

(S)

Hold events/gatherings
showcasing what others
groups are doing. (STA)

e Skill building
e Mentoring
o Share resources

Research and consider
different group/committee
models & options. (S)

e Provide a community
bus.

 Advocate for change of
bus times.(S)
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To help local community groups thrive and make a lasting impact, participants in the Community
Conversation workshops emphasised the crucial role the council can play in providing essential
support. Participants suggested that this support could include helping groups achieve financial
sustainability, facilitating effective promotion, offering skill and knowledge-building opportunities,
fostering collaboration, and advocating for youth programs.

] Provide grants that are responsive

2 Provide grant writing support

3 Provide a platform to promote groups
[I Promote the benefits of volunteering

5 Provide skill and knowledge building
opportunities for groups

B Support opportunities for community
groups to connect

'I Support youth mentoring programs
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During the community conversations workshops,
participants were asked what would help their

groups thrive and remain sustainable in the future.

Both the Stawell and St Arnaud groups identified
key areas where members would benefit from
enhancing their knowledge and skills. This insight
provides an exciting opportunity for growth and
development, ensuring groups can continue to
make a lasting impact in the community.

Participants from both St Arnaud and Stawell
identified a wide range of learning opportunities
that would be valuable for their groups. These
topics span from high-level group management to
more practical skills, including:

e strategic planning

« financial sustainability and viability

 |eadership development

e governance and committee roles

¢ social media management

 understanding auspicing

* marketing and promotional strategies

e upskilling in using promotional tools

The St Arnaud group identified several key
skill-building activities that would support
their growth and sustainability.

These areas focus on enhancing the
group'’s ability to secure funding, effectively
promote their activities, and strengthen
internal communication.

These include:

e grant writing

* flyer design

e event promotion

e communication skills

On the other hand, the Stawell group
highlighted different priorities, focusing on:
* managing volunteers
e strategies to increase membership

These skills are crucial for ensuring that
Stawell’s groups remains engaged, and capable
of attracting new members to sustain its
activities in the long run.
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The initial Community Conversations sessions
provided valuable insights, but it became clear
that a deeper exploration of the topics was
necessary. To address this, two months later,
the Community Development Team organised
Community Conversations: Next Steps. These
follow-up sessions were held in Stawell, with 6
participants, and in St Arnaud, with 22
participants, offering a more focused
environment for discussing community needs
and priorities.

This second session also provided an
opportunity to fulfill requests from community
group members for further education on topics
that are important to them.

Nolene Gration, with 25 years of experience in
the community sector, was invited to present
on The Building Blocks of a Strong, Sustainable
Community Group. This presentation allowed
attendees to reflect on what is most important
to their groups and identify areas where they
could strengthen their efforts. The Next Steps
session was designed with the following
objectives:

1. For Community Group Members to gain key
insights into the building blocks of a strong,
sustainable community group.

To share information on how community
groups can be effective and grow by focusing
on the areas of Purpose, Passion, Project
priorities plans and Promotion.

2. Provide an opportunity for Community
Development staff to share new initiatives
and upcoming opportunities.

The Community Development Team will
present a summary of initiatives that have
been developed based on the ideas and
feedback gathered during the first
Community Conversations workshop.

3. Provide an opportunity for community
group members to actively participate in
the co-design process for upcoming
community projects and initiatives.
Empowering community group
representatives to take an active role in
developing key initiatives fostering a sense
of ownership and leading to more effective
and sustainable outcomes.

4. Provide an opportunity for community
group members to contribute to the future
direction of the community-strengthening
program.

To actively involve community group
members in shaping the future a capacity
building program by identifying priority
topics and best methods of delivery.
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Attendees were given a list of opportunities to choose from, selecting those they believed would best
support community groups in growing and thriving. The following priorities reflect the collective input
of the attendees, aiming to establish initiatives that will provide a strong foundation for future growth
and sustainability. These strategies and actions will be further developed through a collaborative co-
design process, involving community groups, key organizations, and the Council in the future.

Priorities idenified in the St Arnaud worshop

WHAT'S NEEDED STRATGE

ACTIVITY

o Make groups more appealing

Connect with young  Look for opportunities to develop
Youth Involvement people/share an intergenerational program.
technological skills  Support leadership/mentoring
programs

Address limited transport

options for people to get * Provide a community bus

to group activities and e Advocate for change of bus times
events

Transport
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Priorities idenified in the Stawell worshop

WHAT'S NEEDED STRATGE ACTIVITY

o Make groups more appealing
o Support leadership/mentoring
programs

=
4/

d

Connect with young
people

Youth Involvement
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After the first Community Conversations sessions, the Community Development team has been
focused on supporting local groups in achieving their goals, based on the priorities identified by
the community in the first session. Some initiatives have already been launched, while others are
still being planned. Additionally, certain programs require further collaboration with key
community members to ensure they are tailored to meet the community's needs and aspirations
effectively.

Provide Grant Writing Support
Community group representatives have indicated that grant writing can be a challenging task
for many members. To ease this process, the Council has introduced a Grant Writing Support
service to assist with applications for grants other than those provided by the Council.
The support service includes:

» Writing grants based on the information provided by your group

 Reviewing draft grant applications

 Offering practical grant writing tips and advice

» Assisting with gathering supporting documentation

e Providing ongoing support throughout the grant writing process
This service is available for grant applications of $5,000 or more.

Providing Skill and Knowledge Building Opportunities for Groups

The Community Development team is planning a workshop program for the first half of 2025,
focusing on the top priority topics identified during the Community Conversations Next Steps
workshop. These workshops will take place from February to June, offering valuable
opportunities for local groups to build skills and knowledge in areas that matter most to the
community.

Provide Grants that are Responsive

The Community Development Grants offer local groups the opportunity to apply for funding
based on their specific needs. These grants currently provide flexibility, allowing groups to
request funding for events, small activities, equipment, donations, or sponsorships. The
priorities for these funding opportunities can be adjusted as community needs evolve.
Representatives from community groups have identified that funding for running costs is a
top priority at the moment. To support this, the Council encourages groups to apply for
contributions that can help cover essential expenses, such as insurance, electricity and
publicity costs.
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Providing a Platform to Promote Community Groups

Several years ago, the Community Development team launched the Northern Grampians Shire
Community Directory. This directory allows groups to directly submit and update their
information, helping to promote their activities and raise awareness within the community. The
Thrive 50+ Hubs has been working with groups that are not yet listed to ensure their information
is included. Additionally, the Community Connect App offers another valuable platform for groups
to share their initiatives and keep residents informed about their activities.

Support opportunities for groups to connect

Each year, as part of the Community Conversations, the Community Development team will
provide an opportunity for local groups to share what's important to them, identify the support
they need, and discuss ideas for collaboration and community growth.

Promote benefits of volunteering

As part of the Thrive 50+ Hubs, council staff will collaborate with community groups to develop a
campaign and activities that highlight the benefits of volunteering and promote local volunteer
opportunities during National Volunteer Week from 19 May 2025.

Support youth programs and initiatives

A Youth Strategy was completed during 2024 as an action from the 2021 - 25 Council Plan.
The strategy has a number of activities that support youth development and community
connection. For programs to be successful, council will work in collaboration with community
groups and organisations.
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Attendees from both Stawell and St Arnaud were asked to prioritize topics for capacity building,
based on the list developed during the first Community Conversations session. The priorities in
both towns are similar, with the only significant difference being that St Arnaud placed a higher
priority on upskilling, while Stawell focused more on strategic planning and leadership.

St Arnaud
Event promotion
Grant writing
Upskilling - social media etc.
Managing Volunteers
How to increase membership

Stawell
Grant writing
How to increase membership
Event promotion
Strategic planning / leadership
Managing Volunteers

Approaches to Strengthening Capacity in Stawell and St Arnaud

Attendees from both Stawell and St Arnaud have expressed that workshops are the most effective
way to learn and build capacity within the community. Additionally, there is a strong interest in
making the workshop materials available on a digital platform, such as the NGSC website, for
easier access.

Both Stawell and St Arnaud participants supported the idea of holding workshops on a regular
basis, with a preference for either a monthly or bi-monthly schedule.

In terms of timing, St Arnaud attendees preferred evening sessions, while Stawell participants
were flexible, with both mornings and evenings being suitable. Most participants indicated that a
workshop duration of one to two hours would be ideal for keeping sessions engaging and
manageable.
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The Community Development Team will:

 Focus on areas where the council has direct influence and was
designated to take the lead.

e Collaborate with community groups to co-design activities and
programs that address their needs and priorities.

» Develop a community knowledge-building program,
incorporating input from local stakeholders.

 Organise and facilitate more workshop opportunities.
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