
 

  

2013-15 

making rural 

sustainability 

happen 

Starfish Enterprises Network Strategic Plan 



 
 

Page 2 of 17 
For more information visit www.starfishenterprises.net or  email adam@starfishenterprises.net 

 

The Starfish Principle 
The starfish symbolises sustainability. Starfish are able to self-heal and regrow lost parts like a 

broken off limb. Amazingly, an entire new starfish can also grow from that lost limb. In this way 

starfish symbolise some of the key features of rural sustainability: 

 Distribution of capacity rather than centralisation of control such as through local and 
regional governance, renewable energy generation, telecommunications networks, place-
based service delivery, regional food systems and hub and node transport. 

 The importance of healing to work through the legacy of past conflict, restore 
environmental health and be equipped to work through future disruption and trauma. 

 Being of service to enhance capacity and resilience in others ~ be they people, families, 
communities, organisations or systems ~ to be interdependent not co-dependent. 

 

Leading this social change are the 'starfish throwers'.  

There is a well known story about a person walking along a beach after a big storm. The storm has 

washed many starfish high up on the shore. They are baking in the hot sun and unlikely to survive. As 

the 'thrower' is placing starfish back into the sea another person comes along. They are 

overwhelmed by the thousands of starfish washed up and points out the futility of this effort. As the 

thrower puts another starfish back into the sea they simply said: “Well it made a difference to that 

one.” 

  

 

Lismore Sustainability Strategy – Community Planning Forum 
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Executive Summary 
The purpose of the Strategic Plan is to present Starfish's top priorities for the next 2-3 years as well 

as explain the underlying rationale for their importance. 

This is Starfish's first Strategic Plan. Starfish has traded in name for some four years, though 

originally this was done through a network of partnerships, virtual project teams and auspice 

arrangements. It is only recently that all of Starfish's sustainability initiatives have been consolidated 

into the one place. This makes now the right time to develop an overarching strategic plan. 

Starfish's view is that the need for rural sustainability, and sustainability more generally, is significant 

and growing. However it is also a complex concept and issue which is difficult to communicate, 

market and package. Further research and evidence in this area is greatly needed. 

Based on our own research and experience in the sector, Starfish identifies a range of opportunities 

to make rural sustainability happen. These opportunities bring together both identified community 

needs with Starfish's demonstrated capabilities and capacity. These rural sustainability priorities 

particularly include: 

 Collaborative governance systems to achieve greater place-based impact and outcomes from the  
various community services and development initiatives in rural communities 

 Sustainable economic, financial and employment development initiatives 

 Social inclusion and equity programs, particularly with Aboriginal peoples 

 Mechanisms to strengthening rural influence and input into future making processes 

 Provision of community educational information regarding rural sustainability 

At the same time as developing sustainability services and products to meet these needs, Starfish 

aims to deepen its own sustainability as a young organisation and network. This requires it to 

commence work on succession planning and build its internal capacity – people, partnerships, 

products, services and systems. This will be achieved by diversifying income, broadening its reach to 

more inland rural communities, as well as building its own profile and brand. 

This Strategic Plan is the key reference tool for the Board and Starfish's governance. It is intended to 

ensure that Starfish's day-to-day initiatives are aligned with its Constitution, deliver outcomes and 

progress on its purpose and objectives as well as provide a solid basis for engagement and 

collaboration with partners and key stakeholders. Starfish's Board recognises that this Plan needs to 

be a dynamic document. It will be regularly reviewed and updated as new research or evidence 

comes to light and adaptable to respond to new opportunities which may emerge. 

Starfish welcomes feedback and discussion with people and organisations who share our passion for 

rural sustainability. 

Andrew J Kirk | Chair 

Starfish Enterprises Network Limited 
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About Starfish 
Starfish is dedicated to empowering community led sustainability initiatives throughout rural 

Australia and beyond.  Through community enterprise the Starfish network facilitates, enables and 

inspires transformative sustainability projects that will provide long term benefit to rural and 

regional communities.  

Starfish is passionate about the contemporary rural way of life and specialises in supporting their 

shift to sustainability.  

 

First Solar Tracking System installed in 
the New England as part of Starfish’s 
Farming the Sun solar energy initiative 

 
Starfish has been involved with many significant 
sustainability initiatives such as coordinating 
Australia's largest community solar energy initiative 
and researching the Business Feasibility Plan for the 
world's first Centre for Reconciliation. 
 
Starfish has a flexible and diverse network of freelance 
contractors and partners. Tailored teams are created 
for each sustainability initiative to ensure the greatest 
fit-for-purpose. In the 2011-2012 financial year twelve 
teams were formed, involving 54 professionals and 84 
partnerships. 
 
Starfish uses a community enterprise business model 
to optimise its financial self-sustainability and 
independence. It generates income from fee-for-
services, grants, donations and fundraising. 

Network Capability 

The network is growing in size and its breadth of sustainability skills. Together, the network brings a 

demonstrated track record in a range of services that enhance sustainability through: 

 Collaborative governance and strategic planning which aligns effort and resources towards 
common priorities and goals including, regional strategies, peak body and sector development, 
place-based and integrated service delivery 
 

 Delivering highly participatory decision-making processes for public forums, stakeholder 
negotiations, partnership development, workshops, planning and research 

 

 Leadership development and learning programs in capabilities for sustainability such as social 
change, collaboration, participatory processes and community enterprise 

 

 Community enterprises which create livelihoods and meet essential needs such as solar and 
wind energy, youth development, cultural education and regenerative agriculture 

  

http://starfishenterprises.net/services/collaborative-governance/
http://starfishenterprises.net/services/uber-participation
http://starfishenterprises.net/services/leadership-learning
http://starfishenterprises.net/services/community-enterprise/
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 Auspicing organisations and initiatives to grow their capacity to 
become self-sustaining and be spun off as independent initiatives, such as New England Wind 

 

 Social marketing campaigns and stories which inspire, engage and inform people particularly 
using new digital and social media tools and platforms 

 
Starfish is governed by a professional board and is a non-profit community company limited by 

guarantee. 

 

Purpose 
Starfish's purpose is to contribute to the global transition for sustainability by enabling social change 

throughout rural Australia and beyond. 

Sustainability is a highly aspirational and visionary principle. It is about enhancing the quality of our 
life on Earth without compromising the present and future needs of other people, other living things 
or the health of the Earth itself.  
 
In this way rural sustainability is about both pursuing opportunities as well as addressing challenges. 
 
What is or isn't sustainable changes over time and varies between places. Consider human 
population for example. While the rapidly rising global population is one the greatest challenges to 
sustainability today, many rural and regional areas are pursuing population growth as an 
opportunity or even a necessity.  
 
Whether rural population growth is more or less sustainable will depend upon how well they can 
improve the quality of life, socially and economically, without degrading the capacity of their natural 
environment. Growth can sometimes cover up underlying challenges too, like a pyramid-selling 
scheme, but not forever. 
 
Some of the significant sustainability opportunities for rural areas are in renewable energy 
generation, regenerative agriculture, uses of digital telecommunications for business and health 
services, community building, migration from urban areas and overseas, tourism and environmental 
restoration.  
 
At the same time they face challenges from an increasingly urban-centric world, population decline 
and ageing, “closing the gap” for Aboriginal people, dependence upon scarce fossil resources such as 
energy and minerals, global competition, massive biodiversity loss and climate change. 
 
 

 

 

  

http://starfishenterprises.net/services/auspice/
http://newenglandwind.coop/
http://starfishenterprises.net/services/social-marketing-stories
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Rural and Regional Sustainability 

There are a great diversity of sustainability situations through rural 

and regional Australia and internationally.  

Most social change for sustainability that is taking place 

can be best described as small spots of change ~ often 

through the leadership of individuals and sometimes 

stand-alone initiatives.  

This change so far has been rarely made on a place-

wide or organisation-wide scale. 

 

 
Starfish's analysis of rural and regional sustainability has particularly focussed on the northern half of 
NSW, where it has the strongest presence, and on community enterprise and renewable energy 
sectors, being areas in which it has demonstrated expertise. 
 

 

 

 

Myall Creek Centre for Reconciliation 
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What is Working Well? 

 Innovative use of available resources such as for solar and wind energy, water efficiency, 
regenerative agriculture, cultural and environmental education and tourism 

 Australia's national roll out of high speed broadband 

 Local ownership and governance, such as with community renewable energy, has significantly 
strengthened economic sustainability throughout parts of Western Europe and North America 

 Branding and marketing campaigns to attract investment and migration, such as EVOcities, 
particularly in centres which have established strong economic growth 

 Strong social networks and increasing diversity with sustainability shifters and tree changers 

 Taking leadership on sustainability with awareness and educational campaigns 

 

Aspirations and Unmet Needs 

 Creating an inspiring story of 'life in the bush' in the public mind 

 Being positive, passionate, confident and proactive about the future, rather than reactive with a 
short-term focus and co-dependent on external decision-making, particularly political 

 Long range planning, scaling up impact through collaboration on key priorities and by joining-up 
the contemporary rural political voice 

 Skills shortages, particularly in agribusiness, healthcare and trades 

 Pursuing opportunities created by renewable and distributed energy, digital technology and the 
national broadband, regenerative agriculture and niche markets, internal and international 
migration, regionalisation of service delivery (health, business services, education) 

 Addressing declining or stagnant and ageing populations 

 Increased influence, political and financial, with urban population centres and major markets 
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Sector Analysis ~ Services & Supports 
In the same way that social change for rural and regional sustainability is taking place in small spots 

rather than more systematically, the range of available services and supports ~ the rural and regional 

sustainability sector ~ can be described as a fledgling cottage industry. 

Some parts of the sector are reasonably well developed, such as the community renewable energy 

sector in much of North America and Western Europe. Embark Australia is leading this work, and is a 

current partner with Starfish. Other parts of the sector are struggling with their direction, such as the 

tensions between regenerative and industrial agriculture. 

The sector is also skewed towards fields of conceptual work: research, planning, think-tanks, 

lobbying and policy development. These are largely focussed on someone else needing to take 

action and implement the changes. There are a handful of University research centres which 

specialise in aspects of rural and regional sustainability. 

On-the-ground action for rural and regional sustainability is largely being led by grass-roots and local 

community groups such as Chambers of Commerce, Transition Towns, Climate Action Networks. 

These groups often have very limited financial resources or are volunteer-based. Given their limited 

resources, their activities are often focussed on awareness-raising, promotion and education. These 

activities aim to move towards behaviour and structural change more than they aim to re-structure 

existing systems or create the new systems to 

supersede them. 

Sustainability initiatives led by mainstream 

organisations and authorities are similarly small 

and sporadic when compared with their total 

program and operations. Recycling programs, 

educational campaigns, energy efficiency and 

affordability are stand-outs. Most significant 

efforts remain in the planning more than 

implementation phase. 

The larger sustainability sector as a whole, that 

is beyond rural and regional, is particularly focussed on national and global frameworks (such as 

Australia's Carbon Package, Renewable Energy Target and Carbon Farming Initiative) and the needs 

of major metropolitan and urban population centres (such as Cities for Climate Change). 
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Current Position 

Strengths  

Starfish is young. It was incorporated in early 2011, though the principles underpinning its work have 

been applied since 2008 with the New England Sustainability Strategy and Farming the Sun. 

 

Starfish's strengths to date include its innovative methods, established and growing network, 

demonstrated track record including awards, and its thoroughly considered brand which has 

achieved a degree of brand recognition. Many of Starfish’s initiatives are breaking new ground as 

Australian or even international firsts. 

 

The New England Sustainability Strategy was recognised locally as the community initiative of the 

year (2010) and recognised by The NSW Environmental Trust for exceeding expectations, amazing 

outreach and developing a “useful, integrated approach to sustainability implementation”.  This 

model has since been tailored and used for the Lismore Sustainability Strategy, the North Coast 

Energy Strategy and the Northern Inland Regional Development Plan. 

 

Farming the Sun remains Australia's largest community solar energy initiative. It became a catalyst 

for work on  New England Wind and is now focussed on establishing Australia's first community-

owned solar farms. 

Starfish has also developed and successfully implemented innovative governance, planning and 

research models to enable collective impact by large collaborations of social and environmental 

services. These models have been used widely for initiatives such as the The Living Classroom, 

Tamworth Youth Strategy, Coledale Place Strategy, Partners in Recovery | New England and the 

North Coast Energy Forum. 

 

Challenges 

Like most start-ups Starfish's challenges include over-reliance on its founder (Adam Blakester) and 

limited capacity for succession at this point in time. 

While Starfish has a compelling brand, its sustainability message has been challenging to convey 

because of the complex nature of the concept. Similarly, the variety of Starfish's work makes it 

difficult to simply communicate what Starfish does and its achievements. This challenge is made 

greater by the way that Starfish is often hidden behind the brands of its various sustainability 

initiatives, like New England Wind or the Community Entrepreneurs Network. 

From a resourcing point of view Starfish is highly dependent upon external funding from fee-for-

service contracts and grants. 

 

  

http://ness.wikidot.com/
http://farmingthesun.net/
http://starfishenterprises.net/initiatives/northern-inland-regional-development-plan/
http://farmingthesun.net/
http://newenglandwind.coop/
http://starfishenterprises.net/initiatives/the-living-classroom/
http://starfishenterprises.net/partners-in-recovery-new-england/
http://starfishenterprises.net/north-coast-energy-forum/
http://newenglandwind.coop/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/394807403924153/
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Opportunities 

The following areas of opportunity are based on areas of rural sustainability aspirations and needs 

which are aligned with Starfish's proven capabilities.  

Opportunities to secure the required capacity (funding and resources) are also identified. 

 

Rural Needs and Aspirations Starfish Capabilities Required Capacity 

Greater place-based impact 
and outcomes from the  
various community services 
and development initiatives 

Place-based collaborative 
governance 

Fee-for-service (Government, 
NGOs) 

Small rural grants 

Auspice Enterprise-based fee from 
revenue 

Independent and professional 
facilitation 

Fee-for-service (Government, 
NGOs) 

Economic, financial and 
employment development 

Community energy Small rural grants 

Matching funding 

S.E.E.D. Plans (Social, Economic & 
Environmental Development) 

Fee-for-service (Government, 
NGOs) 

Social inclusion and equity, 
particularly with Aboriginal 
peoples 

Inter-cultural decision-making, 
planning, governance, research 
and enterprise 

Fee-for-service (Government, 
NGOs) 

Influence for future making Community Entrepreneurs 
Network 

Website 

Partnership development Fee-for-service (Government, 
NGOs) 

Starfish Foundation 

Information regarding rural 
sustainability 

Rural Sustainability News Electronic newsletter 

Content partners 

Sponsorship 
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Strategic Priorities 
1. Establish great governance 

2. Develop Starfish Enterprises's brand profile and recognition with key stakeholders and the 

wider community 

3. Streamline, package, and proactively market sustainability services 

4. Build a self sustaining network and capacity 

Targets 
By end 2015: 

 Increase board membership to 7 – 8, with members possessing an appropriate mix of 

capabilities and skills 

 Establish Starfish Foundation with $150,000 covering core governance and administration 

costs 

 Achieve 15% self-generated and untied income 

 Attain measurable brand recognition 

 Develop and package 3 viable Sustainability Services, with a supporting marketing plan 

 Build network  capacity of 12 Associates, 100 Freelance contracts and 300 Partnerships 

Key Result Areas 

  

Governance
  

Board Recruitment 
Selection and 

Induction 

Member 
recruitment and 

selection 

Associate 
recruitment and 

selection 

Conduct annual 
Board review 

Brand 

Develop marketing 
communications 

plan 

Redevelop website 
and integrate online 

presence 

Implement social 
marketing campaign 

Qtrly stakeholder  
communications 

Sustainability 
Services 

Assess and 
prioritise sucessful 

services 

Develop 3 packages 
and conduct market 

research 

Launch and 
promote 

Network and 
Capacity 

Finalise DGR status 
and establish and 

launch Foundation 

Integrate network 
development into 

sustainability 
initiatives 

Develop the 
Community 
Entrepeneur 

Network 
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Key Shifts  

 

2013 By By End 2015 
Reliance on external funding   

Self funding and philanthropy 

Armidale centric   
Australia Scope 

Limited brand profile and recognition   
Established brand profile and recognition 

Limited capacity and succession   
Expanding network and depth of capacity 

Reactive to project opportunities   
Packaged Services and proactive marketing 

 

Measurement 

 

Priority Area Measures 
Governance 
 

 Board member numbers and capability assessment 

 Board reviews conducted annually 

 Foundation financial reserves and annual income compared 
with costs 

 Member numbers and demographics 
Brand 
 

 Media exposure and audience 

 Website traffic 

 Number of project participants & network reach 

 Stakeholder surveys conducted annually 

Packaged Services 
 

 Number of packaged services 

 Number and range of deployments 

  Revenue 

 Number of trained Associates able to deliver, outcomes and 
client ratings of each 

Sustainability 
 

 Ratio of self-generated and untied income  

 Number of members, associates and freelance contracts 
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Appendices 

Opportunities and Challenges addressed by Starfish Initiatives 

 

Initiative Description Sustainability 
Opportunities 

Sustainability 
Challenges 

 

 

 

Starfish is facilitating 
strategic planning and 
learning to enable 
BackTrack to expand 
their award winning 
work with marginalised 
youth to a multi-site 
model. 

 Community 
enterprise 

 Real-world 
learning-by-doing 

 Youth dysfunction 
and disadvantage 

 Starfish researched 
and developed the 
collaborative 
governance model for 
the Border Rivers-
Gwydir Catchment 
Management Action 
Plan. 

 Innovative 
collaborative 
governance, 
planning and 
implementation 

 Participatory 
learning-by-doing 

 Fragmented 
effort and 
investment 

 Unsustainable 
catchments with 
significant land-
use conflicts 
(traditional, 
cultural, social, 
mining, 
agriculture, urban 
and natural) 

 

 

 

 

Starfish created and 
coordinates Farming 
the Sun ~ Australia's 
largest community 
solar energy initiative 
to date. The project is 
now expanding to 
create Australia's first 
community-owned 
solar farms. 

 Locally owned 
renewable energy 
system 

 Affordable energy 

 Green collar 
economy 

 Community 
enterprise 

 Fossil fuel system 
impacts ~ Climate 
Change, 
biodiversity loss, 
water 
degradation, 
toxicity, conflict 

 Economic 
leakages 

 

Starfish has prepared 
the Business Feasibility 
Plan for Myall Creek to 
establish the world's 
first Centre for 
Reconciliation. 

 Reconciliation 

 Bi-cultural 
leadership 

 Internationally 
unique regional 
facility for bi-
cultural healing and 
learning 

 Dispossession 
and social divide 
between First 
Peoples and 
Modern 
Australians 

 Closing the Gap 
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Initiative Description Sustainability 
Opportunities 

Sustainability 
Challenges 

 

The New England 
Sustainability Strategy was 
Starfish's first ever 
initiative. It has become a 
model for integrated 
regional sustainability 
planning and 
implementation. 

 Shared direction, 
priorities & 
collaboration 

 Innovative 
participatory 
planning & 
decision-making 

 Evidence-base for 
investment 

 Unsustainable rural 
& regional Australia 

 Fragmented effort & 
investment 

 

Starfish is a founding 
partner and auspice for 
New England Wind, which 
is working to establish 
NSW’s first community-
owned wind farm.  
Starfish’s role has involved 
research, planning and 
project management. 

 Locally owned 
renewable energy 
system, potentially 
an export industry 

 Affordable energy 

 Fossil fuel system 
impacts ~ Climate 
Change, biodiversity 
loss, water 
degradation, 
toxicity, conflict 

 Economic leakages 

 Starfish facilitated a large-
scale region-wide 
community planning 
process for the Northern 
Inland Regional 
Development Plan. 

 Shared direction, 
priorities and 
collaboration 

 Innovative 
participatory 
planning and 
decision making 

 Evidence-base for 
investment 

 Unsustainable rural 
and regional 
Australia 

 Fragmented effort 
and investment 

 Top-down and 
centralised planning 
unaligned with local 
and regional 
interests 

 

 

 

Starfish researched, 
facilitated and designed 
the collaborative 
governance model for the 
successful New England 
Partners in Recovery 
mental health program. 

 Innovative 
collaborative 
governance, 
planning and 
implementation 

 Mental health 
burden of disease 

 Centralised services 
unaligned with local 
and regional 
interests 

 

 

 

Starfish is a founding 
partner and facilitator of 
spark – a social 
networking event which 
creates conversations 
around significant local 
issues and opportunities. 

 Innovative and fun 
social networking 

 Creating the spark 
and relationships 
for new 
opportunities 

 Competitive and 
fragmented 
community and 
leadership 

 Unrealised potential 
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Initiative Description Sustainability 
Opportunities 

Sustainability 
Challenges 

 

 

 

Starfish facilitated a large-
scale stakeholder and 
community planning 
process to create the 
Tamworth Youth Strategy. 

 Innovative and 
collaborative 
governance, 
planning and 
implementation 

 Evidence-base for 
investment 

 Youth dysfunction 
and disadvantage 

 Fragmented effort 
and investment 

 
Starfish developed The 
Grass Routes social 
marketing and change 
strategy to protect and 
regenerate the NSW Stock 
Routes & Reserves 
Network. 

 Globally unique 
nation-wide 
network of shared 
and sustainable use 
corridors for 
habitat, heritage 
and livelihoods 

 Environmental 
resilience 

 Sustainable 
production, nature 
and culture-based 
tourism 

 Species extinction, 
fragmented 
landscapes 

 Traditional, cultural 
and historical places 
of significance at 
risk 

 

 

 

Starfish researched and 
prepared the Business 
Development Plan to 
establish Australia’s first 
agri-tourism centre 
focussed on regenerative 
farming and food systems. 

 Innovation and 
leadership 

 Nationally unique 
regional 
educational and 
research farm 

 Highly unsustainable 
agricultural system 

 Global food security 

 

 

 

Starfish facilitated two 
Youth Leading Australia 
and Youth Lead the World 
forums with OzGreen to 
support youth learning 
and leadership on 
sustainability. 

 Peer-to-peer 
learning and 
leadership 

 Enabling youth-led 
initiatives 

 Youth 
disengagement and 
untapped potential 

 Global 
environmental 
degradation and 
social exclusion 
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Starfish Initiatives and the Three Pillars of Sustainability 

The three pillars of sustainability are social (well, inclusive, diverse people families and 

communities), economic (meaningful, fair, responsible livelihoods and economies) and 

environment (resilient, beautiful and productive environments and planet). 

 

 

 
This infographic positions Starfish's various initiatives relative to where their emphasis is with regard to 

these three pillars.  

 

The initiatives in the centre ~ such as New England Wind ~ are described as sustainability 'sweet spots' 

since they equally deliver social, economic and environment outcomes.  

 

By comparison, the initiatives positioned closer to one pillar of sustainability ~ such as Myall Creek near 

the social pillar ~ have a stronger influence on that particular pillar of sustainability. 

 


