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Since forming in 2008, Starfish’s reach and impact have grown rapidly. We now operate in 
Australia, China, Ethiopia, Indonesia, Kenya, Peru, and Vietnam. We work with more than 
one hundred partner organisations, several dozen highly experienced professionals and 
hundreds of volunteers.

Starfish’s work spans all three pillars of sustainability to create:

• well, inclusive and diverse people, families and communities (sociocultural sustainability)

• meaningful, fair and responsible livelihoods and economies (economic sustainability)

• resilient, robust and productive environments for the planet as a whole (environmental sustainability).

Starfish has established a strong reputation for delivering high-quality sustainability services and for 
creating and implementing pioneering sustainability initiatives. Since its formation, Starfish has successfully 
delivered and satisfied all of its contractual obligations with grant providers, tendering authorities, 
contracted professionals and partnership agreements.

Following a somewhat elongated start-up period and five years of negotiations with government bodies, 
Starfish was finally awarded tax deductible gift recipient status in May 2016. This was the last major 
regulatory approval required for Starfish’s operations.

With tax deductibility now in place, Starfish is able to complete the full set up of its supporting systems for 
rural and regional sustainability, particularly in regard to public and philanthropic fundraising.

As a result, Starfish is much better positioned to enter this next stage of work with a comprehensive system of 
supports, services, initiatives and professionals all of which can be applied to the important task of enabling 
the essential changes needed to create real rural and regional sustainability.

Adam F Blakester
Executive Director

Andrew J Kirk 
Chair of the Board

Starfish has supported more than130 sustainability initiatives to date, many of 

which are international or national ‘firsts’ 

(see Our Strengths & Capacity). 

Introduction
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Both humanity and planet earth are extraordinarily unique and, as 
such, they are both  extraordinarily significant and important.
Despite the rapid growth in space exploration and research over the last four decades, the Earth is 
still the only planet of which we are aware at this time that can support human life. This is described 
as being in the ‘Goldilocks Zone’ of conditions which are able to support life ~ including humanity.

This time in history is being seen as an epoch which has been coined The Anthropocene Age, that is, 
an age in which the collective impact of humanity is altering Earth on a scale that is being marked in 
the geology of the planet. Most of this impact has taken place in the last few centuries, as compared 
with the backdrop of four billion years of evolution to create life as we know it now.

In 2009, the Stockholm Resilience Centre outlined a system of Planetary Boundaries required for 
the safe operating space for humanity (see diagram). Four of the nine planetary boundaries for 
sustainability have been crossed as a consequence of collective human activity:

• Climate change

• Loss of biosphere integrity (more commonly called the 6th Great Extinction)

• Massive negative land-system modifications

• Altered bio-geo-chemical cycles of phosphorus and nitrogen on a global scale1.

1 Planetary boundaries: Guiding human development on a changing planet; Will Steffen, Johan 
Rockström & ors;  Science, 15 Jan 2015

Our Strategic Context
“Transgressing a boundary increases 

the risk that human activities could 
inadvertently drive the Earth System 

into a much less hospitable state, 
leading to a deterioration of human 

wellbeing in many parts of the world, 
including wealthy countries.”

Professor Will Steffen, 
Australian National University, 2015
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Planetary 
Boundaries

A safe operating space 
for humanity

Source: Stockholm Resilience Centre
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At the national level, when scored on the new Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that have been created by the United Nations Sustainable Development 
Solution Network, Australia ranks 20th in the world for sustainability (see tables/diagrams below and on the following page).

Source: Sustainable Development Goals | United Nations Sustainable Development Solutions Network

“If you do not change direction, you may end up where you are heading.” 

Lao Tzu

Sustainable Development Goals
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Source: Sustainable Development Goals | United Nations Sustainable Development Solutions Network

The top five ranked countries are 
Sweden, Denmark, Norway, 
Finland and Switzerland. 
Germany is ranked sixth.

Australia is ranked first in the world for 
the quality of education, however, it 
faces challenges in respect of climate 
action, responsible consumption and 
production, clean energy and the 
natural environment. 

While some sections of humanity 
have reaped considerable benefit 
from the degradation of the planet 
and the unsustainable uses of 
natural resources, the overall 
social sustainability scorecard is as 
challenging in its own way as the 
ecological situation detailed earlier. 

Index Score (100-0)
high low

Australia ranks 20th 
IN THE WORLD FOR THE SUSTAINABLE

DEVELOPMENT GOALS
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The Happy Planet Index (see visualisation 
right) combines four elements to compare 
how well countries are using environmental 
resources to create long and happy lives. 
These elements are:

• Wellbeing ~ indicates how satisfied residents of 
each country feel with life overall based on data 
collected as part of the Gallup World Poll

• Life expectancy ~ indicated by the average 
number of years a person is expected to live in 
each country based on data collected by the 
United Nations

• Inequality of outcomes ~ indicated by the 
inequalities between people within a country in 
terms of how long they live and how happy they 
feel based on the distribution in each country’s 
life expectancy and wellbeing data

• Ecological Footprint ~ indicated by the average 
impact each resident of a country places on the 
environment based on data prepared by the 
Global Footprint Network.

The recent rapid degradation of natural assets has 
benefited at most a small number of people, not all. 
Yet any loss of nature has serious consequences for 
many, if not all, people ~ though the poorest are 
more likely to be the most greatly affected. Given 
the inter-generational time-frame involved, those 
who have benefited the greatest are unlikely to be 
held responsible or accountable for redressing any 
adversity they may have created.

Source: Happy Planet Index | New Economics Foundation

The richest 62 people on Earth now hold as much financial wealth as the poorest half, which currently stands at around 3.6Bn people. 
While such amassing of money, property, land and power is most often analysed for the USA ~ where just 16,000 individuals control 
75% of the entire world’s wealth ~ the situation is similar around much of the world. To quote Oxfam’s recent briefing paper, An 
Economy for the 1%, “Far from trickling down, income and wealth are instead being sucked upwards at an alarming rate”.

“The future is here. It’s just not widely distributed yet.”
William Gibson

APPROACH ~ 2016-2021STRATEGY CONTENTS 7

http://happyplanetindex.org/
http://worlddatabaseofhappiness.eur.nl/
https://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/Download/Standard/Mortality/
http://www.footprintnetwork.org/en/index.php/GFN/
http://happyplanetindex.org/
http://neweconomics.org/
https://www.oxfam.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/an-economy-for-the-1-percent.pdf
https://www.oxfam.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/an-economy-for-the-1-percent.pdf


Starfish is of the view that any decision-making about the commons2 
is fundamentally important to sustainability and social equity. Yet 
currently, there is a pica-elite whose influence is extraordinarily 
disproportionate in regards to such decisions. Their power is 
generally far greater than just financial influence as it is also reflected 
in their disproportionate access to media and public decision-making 
bodies and forums.

Sustainability is often seen to require a ‘lifting of the fortunes’ of 
the poorest people on Earth, which, in a way, is true and accurate. 
However, at the same time, genuine sustainability also requires 
the most affluent people on Earth to find contentment with having 
‘enough’ and living more modest and equitable lifestyles, importantly 
by moving beyond what has been termed ‘affluenza’ ~ i.e. an 
addiction with materialism, consumption and money.

Given the above, Starfish believes that sustainability requires new 
forms of governance which can better ensure that decision-making 
about the commons is fair and equitable.

Furthermore, Starfish sees the imperative for a new culture and way 
of life which can co-exist with nature and share the benefits of the 
global commons far more widely than is currently occurring.  

For Starfish, this is what genuine sustainability is about. 

2 The term ‘commons’is used here to include both the natural world 
as well as essential services and infrastructure such as health care, 
education, transport and communications technology.

af.flu.enza’ ~ af-floo-en-za\ An addiction with materialism, consumption and money.
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Our Purpose
Starfish’s purpose is to lead and be of service for creating 
and supporting the changes required to realise genuine 
rural and regional sustainability.

Starfish’s sees sustainability as requiring a new way 
of living and being on Earth which enables all of 
humanity’s essential needs, and that of all other 
lifeforms, to be met both now and into the foreseeable 
future, and for many generations to come. This focus on 
“essential needs” rather than “wants” is most likely to 
present a deep challenge to contemporary culture and 
economics ~ and yet it is essential if the goal of genuine 
sustainability is to be met.

Starfish’s change-focussed purpose is embedded 
deeply into our DNA. Not only do we aspire to make 
ourselves redundant by fulfilling our mission, we embed 
redundancy into every initiative, service and activity we 
undertake or in which we are involved by ‘giving away’ 
the value, knowledge and capacity we create.
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Our Uniqueness

Examples of Starfish’s work in this regard include:
• Designing collaborative governance systems for collective impact, for 

example: Coalition for Community Energy (90 groups); Border Rivers-
Gwydir Catchment Management Authority (150 stakeholders plus 
hundreds of farmers and landholders); Tamworth Youth Strategy (60 
youth services); and North Coast Energy Forums (500 delegates to 
date)

• Developing open-source tools and resources which are freely available 
under Creative Commons licence, for example for the Zero Net Energy 
Town Blueprint and Community Energy Legal Models (as part of the 
New England Wind Feasibility Study)

• Supporting large-scale social learning and planning, for example for 
the North Coast Energy Forum (which has contributed to the region 
achieving the third highest uptake of solar energy), the New England 
Sustainability Strategy (involving 1,100 residents and stakeholders) and 
the Northern Inland Sustainable Business Network (110 businesses)

• Researching new knowledge, which in turn is made freely available 
under Creative Commons licence, for example for the Biochar for 
Sustainable Soils Initiative.

In contrast, the predominant sustainability strategies being used at this time are 
instead focused on ‘fighting against the old’ ~ either from outside (protesting about 
unsustainable practices) or the Machiavellian manoeuvre of trying to change 
unsustainable structures and practices from within.

Starfish’s believes both these approaches are fundamentally flawed ˜ the first 
because it offers little in the way of alternatives, solutions or ways forward; and the 
second because of how ‘stuck’ most unsustainable structures and cultures are to 
being:

• attached to out-dated thinking and counter-productive traditions

• focused on stimulating and satisfying wants more than on meeting essential needs

• constrained by sunk capital held in unsustainable investments and infrastructure

• reactive to disruption rather than pro-actively working on the transformational 
long-game of meeting the essential needs for a sustainable and quality life on 
Earth

• at cross-purposes and in “silos” ~ both internally and externally ~ which wastes 
scarce resources by trying to ‘win’ as either individuals or organisations when 
all the while the ‘whole’ of the global commons is continuing to degrade overall 
despite these ‘wins’.

To paraphrase Buckminster 

Fuller, Starfish’s uniqueness, 

lies in its ability to pro-actively 

create new ways and models 

of sustainability rather than 

to ‘fight against the old’, 
unsustainable ways.

Starfish is one of only a few organisations in the world which specialises in 
sustainability in rural, regional and remote places and communities. Given that 
the overwhelming majority of ‘food, fibre and fuel’ is produced in such regions, 
and that the overwhelming majority of nature exists in such areas, this focus is 
of far wider consequence to metropolitan areas and residents too (where for the 
first time in human history, the majority of people now live, work and play).
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Starfish’s sense is that meaningful change 
for sustainability in the near-term is likely 
to be driven by reactions and responses 
to disruption to a far greater extent than it 
will be by being pro-actively created and 
realised through transformation.
Given these two broad change trajectories, Starfish’s 
preference is to pro-actively create that which is essential for 
genuine sustainability. This includes everything from systems, 
enterprises, methods, technologies, know-how, produce, 
goods, services, infrastructure, ways of being, ways of 
working together, and much more.

Starfish sees that working creatively on sustainability 
during an era of great disruption is going to require highly 
professional leadership, large-scale collaboration, deep 
commitment, self-care and work well matched to available 
resources and its own capacity.

Solar energy technologies are a good example of these 
different change vectors, as they are both disrupting 
traditional electricty business models and transforming the 
electricity system at the same time. The profound reductions 
in cost of the technology are mirrored by the profound 
acceleration of take-up and installation.

Our Theory of Change

Illustration 1: Solar Power ~ disruption & transformation of electricity generation  
Source: RenewEconomy
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Starfish is confident that the both current and emerging trends of change 
are likely to continue ~ such as are being seen with renewable energy, 
participatory governance and decision-making, regenerative farming, 
community-supported agriculture, and social inclusion.

These seeds of sustainability have great promise for 
progress and success.
Likewise, we anticipate the visibility of the dominance of, and conflicts 
arising from, elite interests, power and corruption will continue to grow 
and, in turn, be more possible to mitigate and address. 

At the same time, we realise that any progress made during the time-
frame of this strategy (i.e. by 2021) is unlikely to be sufficient to result in 
a nationwide shift in sustainability. Any seeds of action we take are mere 
drops in the ocean, so to speak, when compared with the massive scale 
of change that is required for genuine sustainability to become the norm. 

A drop in the Ocean
Nevertheless, any and all progress made, no matter how small, is 
important and worthy of support. An ocean is, after all, merely the 
amalgamation of many drops! 

For many rural communities, their focus and priority is likely to be 
on their very survival, as urbanisation and centralisation continues 
to out-compete their offering as a alternative way of life. It may be 
that there is some disruption of the dominance of the metro-centric 
worldview that is becoming visible by the end of this time-frame in 
2021. Irrespective, we believe this change to be inevitable as the 
contemporary offerings of rural life become better understood.
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Starfish’s theory of change, and in turn the way we work to create change, is reflective of this 
strategic context in the following ways:

ADAPTIVE
Starfish is an agile and creative 
network where leadership, 
responsibilities and resources are 
distributed and shared so that we 
can effectively respond to both:

Emerging opportunities ~ leading 
the transition to sustainability 
by creating new and exciting 
models to demonstrate this and 
by growing our capabilities and 
resources required to achieve it

Disruption ~ being responsive 
to shocks and crises so as 
to ameliorate and transform 
problems and weaknesses into 
solutions and strengths

HOLISTIC
Starfish takes a comprehensive 
and integrated approach to 
sustainability which is place-
based, whole-of-community and 
has a systems-wide focus. This is 
made possible by drawing upon 
our network of professionals and 
partners to form the most fit-for-
purpose teams of experience and 
expertise for each sustainability 
initiative and service.

COLLABORATIVE 
GOVERNANCE
Starfish has researched and developed 
leading-edge governance and 
developed collaborative systems for 
renewable energy, youth development, 
community housing, catchment 
management and mental health. 
Collaborative governance models 
address the need to align the efforts 
of hundreds, sometimes thousands, of 
services and stakeholders who share 
responsibility for a particular essential 
need, opportunity or challenge. 
Starfish’s work has enabled success 
in securing substantial funding for 
mental health services, renewable 
energy technologies, purpose-built 
youth facilities, alcohol and drug 
rehabilitation facilities, and landscape-
scale regeneration.

START-UP 
INCUBATOR
Starfish has developed a package 
of systems for sustainability 
start-ups. This fee-for-service 
significantly reduces the barriers 
to entry for start-ups by providing 
structures for governance, legal, 
financial, insurance, fundraising, 
and reporting requirements for a 
modest percentage of revenue. This 
service has been successfully used 
by the Coalition for Community 
Energy, the Community Power 
Agency, the North Coast Energy 
Forum, New England Wind, 
Community Regeneration and 
Zero Net Energy Town. As these 
initiatives grow, they are supported 
initially by Starfish after which they 
independently spun-off and ‘given 
away’ ~ with no strings attached!

UBER 
PARTICIPATION
Starfish has designed a range of 
processes and tools for facilitating 
large-scale participatory 
planning, research and learning. 
These methods are central to 
building common ground, 
understanding and agreement. 
Conversely, they address the 
fragmentation from a multitude of 
stakeholders and the weakening 
social licence of centralised, elite 
and hierarchical authorities. Key 
examples of such stakeholder 
participation include the New 
England Windfarm Feasibility 
Study (1,600 participants); New 
England Sustainability Strategy 
(1,100 participants); National 
Community Energy Strategy (350 
participants); Sustainable Living 
Expo EdFest (500 participants); 
and North Coast Energy Forum 
(500 participants to date).

Creating  change
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Starfish’s network-based and social-change approach supercharges collective effort, capacity and impact. It is central to our theory of 
change and has been one of the key contributing factors to the scale and diversity of our achievements. 

In the five-years to 30 June 2016 our work has directly involved:

131 sustainability initiatives 435 partner organisations 228 contracted professionals

5,605 supporters 1,105 volunteers9,702 participants

Starfish’s Networking Reach
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Our Principles
Starfish’s organisational name is inspired by the 
sustainability principles which are embodied in the 
beautiful sea creatures, starfish. A starfish is one of the 
very few creatures on Earth which is able to self-heal and 
regenerate itself once it has been damaged.  Because 
starfish can regrow lost body parts, like a broken off 
limb, amazingly, an entire new starfish can also grow 
from that lost limb.

In this way, the starfish symbolises some key principles for 
sustainability which have been adopted by Starfish. These include:

• Being distributed rather than centralised ~ particularly in terms 
of distributing and sharing knowledge, capabilities, systems, 
resources and more. This principle is embodied in Starfish’s 
work on collaborative governance, renewable energy, creative 
commons and community-supported agriculture.

• Recognising and acknowledging the importance of regeneration 
and healing as a means by which to: 

 ‒ work through and heal the traumatic legacies of conflict 

 ‒ restore the health of the natural environment 

 ‒ retain resilience in navigating the great challenges of this time 
of ‘great disruption’ and ‘great transition’

• Creating inter-dependent, rather than co-dependent, mutually-
beneficial relationships which enhance the capacity and 
resilience of others  ~ be they people, families, communities, 
organisations, networks or systems.

... one of the very few creatures on Earth which is able to self-heal and regenerate itself ...
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This story has been widely adapted, drawing upon the original work by Loren Eiseley, as a metaphor about 

how we all can make a difference.

The story is about a person walking along a beach and throwing starfish back into the sea. The starfish had 

been washed high up on the shore from a great storm and were drying out in the sun ~ sure to die. At that 

moment, another person comes walking along. They watched the star thrower in action and stared at the many 

thousands more starfish still washed up on the sand.

They asked the star thrower why they were bothering. In reply, the star thrower simply picked up another 

starfish, and while gently throwing it back into the sea replied: “Well I’ve made a difference to that one.”

There are also traditional indigenous stories of starfish being created from a grain of sand 
falling in love with a star. This speaks of earthly beings finding love in the heavens as a 
powerful metaphor for the greatest mystery and love of all things ~ the spirit of life itself.

The Star Thrower

Heavenly Stars on Earth

“Well I’ve made a difference to that one.”
The Star Thrower

Image source: http://www.starthrowers.org.uk
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Starfish’s principles in turn incorporate and expand upon the starfish’s sustainability principles as follows:

Principles Behaviours and Actions
The Starfish Principle • ‘Giving away’ the initiatives, knowledge and tools that we create

• Being genuinely of service to others to meet the most essential needs for all living creatures such needs include: homes 
and habitat; healthy environments; food and water; peace and security; access to core services in learning, healthcare, 
information and communications, energy and transport

• Collaborating with other sustainability initiatives and the movement at large
• Focussing on creating and role modelling ways of being, working and living that strengthen the commons as well as our 

collective capability and capacity
• Working as an open, leader-full and collaborative network ~ with initiatives, responsibility and accountability being 

shared and distributed to the greatest extent possible and practical

Enterprising • Being creative, innovative, pioneering and pro-active ~ as well as practical, pragmatic and professional ~ in the ways we 
create and strengthen sustainability as well as the means by which we resource and fund our work

Integrity • Being a network of people and organisations who can act as possible role models for genuine sustainability both in our 
work and personal lives

• Contributing to achieving equity for all living beings and life as a whole by being comfortable with having ‘enough’ to 
meet our essential needs rather than striving to fulfil our every want

Responsibility • Taking ‘leaps of commitment’ by being responsible for the initiatives about which we are passionate and by going above 
and beyond what is required in order to do whatever it takes to support the essential changes required for sustainability

• Taking responsibility for caring for our own wellbeing through  supporting and sustaining our own health and quality of life 
without creating co-dependency on others

Accountability • Being open, honest and transparent about our intentions, interests, decision-making and performance
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Our Opportunities
Over the coming five years, Starfish foresees the following opportunities as 
providing ways to progress rural and regional sustainability:

• Increasing disruption caused by the coinciding decline of unsustainable practices and ways of being with 
the arrival of significantly more sustainable models and options. This kind of disruptive dynamic is already 
affecting affecting the energy sector, education, representative democracy, bricks and mortar business 
models, community services, social inclusion and equity.

• The contrast of the opportunities and qualities provided by rural life with worsening growing pains for uber 
metropolitan areas arising from increased population size, insufficient infrastructure capacity, affordability 
issues and more.

• An increasing need for place-based and collaborative governance for effective collective impact. This takes 
account of the fact that ~ extraordinarily ~ nearly all areas of essential community service delivery have 
little to no systematic approach to the overall coordination and governance of all services, their collective 
accountability, and/or outcomes across place and population levels or scales.

• The increasing need for well-facilitated, participatory processes for decision-making, research, discussion 
forums, professional learning and development, etc. This trend is similar to the collaborative governance 
opportunity described above, in that it is premised on the fact that effective change for rural communities 
requires the meaningful involvement and collaboration of dozens, if not hundreds, of people and 
organisations.

• The continued growth of the ‘Philanthropic Age’ through donations, voluntary and pro-bono contributions, and 
estate planning. This bodes well for the launch of the Starfish Foundation and the commencement of pro-active 
public and philanthropic fundraising. This avenue for fundraising will, in turn, be made available to Starfish’s 
Partners and Starfish Associates ~ which will be able to incorporate fundraising into their initiatives and 
professional services (which is a uniquely valuable asset and possibility they can utilise).

We recognise that the self-
promotion of our work to 

date has been secondary to 
a broader focus on raising 
awareness, understanding 
and support for rural and 

regional sustainability.

Given this, there is now an 
opportunity for Starfish to 
better leverage and market 

its own reputation and 
successful track record 
in providing a range of 

relevant services which can 
meet the opportunities and 

situations outlined here. 

“It always seems impossible until it’s done.”
~ Nelson Mandela
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Our Challenges
Starfish foresees the following challenges for rural sustainability 
over the coming five years:
• Sustainability is a poorly understood concept overall, and even professionals mostly only 

focus on a relatively small fragment of the whole sustainability scenario e.g. renewable 
energy or disability support services as key parts of sustainability. It remains relatively 
rare that all elements of sustainability are holistically incorporated and integrated into one 
initiative, system, organisation, community or way of life. While this issue is often framed 
in terms such as ‘getting the balance right’, ‘trade-offs’ and ‘offsets’, the overall worsening 
and serious trends point to the need to validly question whether these rationale are working 
or accurate.

• There is likely to be continuing inertia in the uptake of sustainability due to the continuing 
attraction of the status quo, or the ‘business as usual’ model, in part because it is the way 
things already are today and, perhaps, even more so because of the disproportionate 
influence that dominant and elite players and paradigms have in dominating public 
governance, financial markets and traditional media ~ particularly where there are 
monopolies, duopolies and oligopolies in play.

• In the majority of rural and regional areas, the capacity of communities (i.e. governing and 
regulatory bodies, organisations, residents, etc.) to understand and address sustainability 
is considerably less than it is in metropolitan centres.

• It is likely that the dominance of the metropolitan context, needs and worldview will 
continue to still prevail over the needs and opportunities in rural and regional areas.

• There is a limited availability of resources for Starfish Associates and other practitioners 
to generate a sufficient livelihood from specialising and working in sustainability. This is 
particularly evident for work involving pro-active change and when creating new ways of 
implementing sustainability, as compared to working on sustainability with existing, and 
largely unsustainable, organisations.
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Our Strengths & Capacity
Starfish has a demonstrated track-record of sustainability success. We have led, 
implemented or supported more than 130 sustainability initiatives to date. These include:

• Initiating the purchase of a SODAR wind monitoring program for 
Australia’s community windfarm sector, including its first deployment with 
Starfish’s New England Wind initiative

• Partnering to provide a range of professional sustainability services to 
support the work of Housing Alliance and Homes North Community 
Housing, who together are the largest provider of low-income housing in 
rural and regional Australia

• Creating a world-first, open-source Creative Commons model for rural 
towns and villages to implement their own 100% renewable energy 
transition plan (Zero Net Energy Town)

• Supporting leadership and professional development for the NSW 
Government Place Teams Network, the University of New England 
Student Association, New England Sector Support Team and Homes 
North Community Housing

• Researching and designing leading-edge business development and 
strategic plans for

 ‒ positive youth development (e.g. The Youthie, Tamworth and PCYC 
NSW)

 ‒ reconciliation (e.g. Myall Creek Centre for Reconciliation)

 ‒ regenerative farming (e.g. The Living Classroom), and

 ‒ community energy (e.g. New England Wind, National Community 
Energy Strategy).

• Working on the world’s first Centre for Reconciliation at Myall Creek which focused 
on healing the oldest human conflict of all ~ white on black discrimination and 
disadvantage

• Designing collaborative governance systems for: 

 ‒ sustainability as a whole (e.g. New England Sustainability Strategy)

 ‒ landscape conservation (e.g. Border Rivers-Gwydir Catchment Management 
Authority)

 ‒ community energy (e.g. Coalition for Community Energy, New England Wind)

• Leading the Global Environment Facility funded Biochar for Sustainable Soils 
Initiative, which is working with three dozen partners and several hundred small-scale 
farmers in six less developed countries to determine the soil and food production 
benefits from scientifically engineered biochars

• Coordinating Farming the Sun, Australia’s most diverse community solar energy 
initiative, with significant outcomes in:

 ‒ the uptake of solar energy (power, hot water, space heating and cooling)

 ‒ energy literacy and community capacity

 ‒ work on Australia’s first ever community-funded Local Government solarfarms 
(currently being completed)

• Developing highly creative marketing and communications materials and collateral 
for Starfish Partners including the Coalition for Community Energy, Homes North 
Community Housing and North Coast Energy Forum
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Starfish has established a strong reputation for delivering high-quality sustainability 
services and for creating and implementing pioneering sustainability initiatives.

OUR REPUTATION
Since its formation, Starfish has successfully delivered more than 130 sustainability initiatives, 
satisfying and more often than not exceeding its contractual obligations with grant providers, 
tendering authorities, contracted professionals and partnership agreements.

These results are reflective of the calibre of Starfish’s Associates, Partners and other professional 
contractors who have worked with us. They also highlight the effectiveness of the performance 
structures we use. Outcomes include the following:

• Internationally significant sustainability initiatives ~ e.g. Biochar for Sustainable Soils, Myall Creek 
Centre for Reconciliation, and New England Sustainability Strategy

• Nationally significant sustainability initiatives ~ e.g. collaborative governance systems for Border 
Rivers Gwydir Catchment Management Authority, the Coalition for Community Energy and Farming 
the Sun

• Long-term strategic partners where Starfish has provide professional services and support for several 
years or more ~ Homes North Community Housing, University of New England Student Association, 
North Coast Energy Forum, Armidale Dumaresq Council, NSW Department of Premier & Cabinet, 
and Gwydir Shire Council

• Funding bodies which have awarded funding to Starfish multiple times ~ The Earth Welfare 
Foundation, Diversicon Environmental Foundation, NSW Office of Environment & Heritage, 
Regional Development Australia Northern Inland and NSW Investment.

“Whatever you can do, or dream you can, begin it. Boldness has genius, power and magic in it.”
~ Goethe
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Starfish has now developed an extensive platform of systems 
and supports for sustainability initiatives. These include:

Fundraising
 ‒ Tax deductibility for grants and donations through the Starfish Foundation

 ‒ Income tax exempt status for grants and government funding

 ‒ Access to a global portfolio of subscriptions with grants and tender opportunities

Governance & Strategy
 ‒ An effective governance system which embodies Starfish’s theory of change in terms of supporting 

distributed, leader-full and networked models of working and change

 ‒ Strategic oversight by Starfish’s Board of Directors, particularly to ensure the financial and legal 
integrity of all sustainability initiatives and services

 ‒ Annual independent financial audits by Roberts & Morrow

 ‒ Mechanisms to manage multi-party collaborations and contracts

 ‒ Access to expertise and peer support from Starfish Associates, Partner organisations and each of 
their extensive professional networks

 ‒ A robust financial strategy and effective management systems (see box below), covering banking, 
finance, accounting, reporting and administration

Profile, Branding & Shareable Material
 ‒ Over the course of its lifetime, Starfish has developed a variety of techniques and processes for 

communicating and marketing its message, strategies and achievements. These include:

* Network-based communication systems such as email (with cloud back-up), websites, social 
media and subscriber databases

* Marketing materials, such as banners, posters, business cards, comprehensive online platforms 
and car graphic decals

* An extensive library of templates, open-source software, policies, etc. which are freely 
available to be used and further developed to benefit sustainability initiatives.

Systems Platform
Sustainability Services

 ‒ Start-up Incubator & Auspice ~ Starfish’s auspice service is designed to enable new sustainability 
initiatives to lightly and swiftly start-up by way of utilising Starfish’s systems and support. This service 
enables sustainability start-ups to begin sooner and quicker by not needing to have all the required 
governance, legal, financial, communication and other systems in place immediately. Rather, this 
service enables initiatives to develop their own capacity for independence as the success and scale of 
the initiative itself grows and develops.

 ‒ Creative Communications ~ Starfish has developed numerous creative, engaging and sometimes 
“subtle” communications that enhance the understanding of, and contribute to the changes required 
for, sustainability. We specialise in creative communications that move, inspire and encourage 
individuals and organisations to not only “dream” of sustainability, but to “actively” pursue it.

 ‒ Participatory Facilitation ~ Large-scale participation can be incredibly valuable in the shift to 
sustainability. Starfish’s participatory processes have been applied widely at conferences, forums, 
workshops and meetings for decision-making purposes as well as for strategic planning, professional 
development, research and evaluation. Such highly participatory processes are able to utilise the 
collective knowledge, know-how and resources of the many people, organisations, communities, 
stakeholders and other parties who are involved. The benefits of participatory processes can lead 
to increased understanding, shared agreements and priorities, and the joint investment of resources. 
Starfish believes such participatory processes are key to effective collaboration and partnerships to 
strengthen relationships and communication between the various stakeholders and other parties who 
are involved.

 ‒ Leadership & Learning ~ Sustainability requires a new model of leadership and learning that 
integrates both professional knowledge and know-how with personal passion and purpose. Starfish 
has designed and delivered forums, workshops and programs that strengthen core sustainability 
competencies such as governance, change strategy, facilitation, collaboration, participation, 
community enterprise and creative communication

Collaborative Governance 
 ‒ Starfish’s governance service encompasses a broad range of overlapping and different governance 

paradigms including collective impact, adaptive, constellation, network, chaordic, polycentric and 
place-based models. Such forms of governance are widely agreed to be the most appropriate and 
able approaches to address complex challenges and ‘wicked problems’ in as much as they are best 
suited to enabling social and systemic change. They are at the cutting edge of governance theory and 
practice and share the following principles in common:

* distributed, shared and adaptive leadership, roles and responsibilities

* involvement of the many stakeholders, organisations and people who are key to and/or affected 
by the particular purpose and work

* alignment of investment, effort and resources

* dynamic and holistic monitoring and analysis of complex and emergent situations
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Starfish’s  Approach to Resources and Financing 

Sustainability is a core principle as well as a purpose for Starfish. As a virtual network, rather than a 
traditionally structured organisation, our operations are highly sustainable, first and foremost, by being 
incredibly resource light. Our systems are almost entirely digital and paper light. All procurement is selected 
from certified sustainable suppliers.

Starfish’s financial model is likewise remarkably lean and resilient. 
This reflects the strength of its virtual-network base model as 
compared with a traditional organisational structure. It is also 
reflective of a performance- and outcome-based charitable 
enterprise model.

Evidencing these assertions are the facts that:

• Governance and administration costs are 2.77% of gross turnover 
($1.2m)

• Fixed cost overheads are $3,000pa (2016-2017 budget)

• Starfish has a policy of no employees and instead contracts 
professionals once funding has been secured or on a performance-
based remuneration basis

• Variable costs are only incurred after revenue is secured.

When taking this “bare-essentials” approach into account, 
Starfish already has sufficient funds to meet its essential 
expenditures for at least a decade into the future. This 
provides a significant safety-net for our sustainability 
initiatives, assets and intellectual property.

At the same time, Starfish has a diversified revenue model to fund its work which 
reflects its enterprise-oriented approach. This includes:

• Traditional government and philanthropic grants, plus public fundraising

• Trading income, such as Farming the Sun’s $7m solar energy sales

• Fee-for-service contracts and tenders, such as the NSW Government contract for the Zero 
Net Energy Town initiative.

Now that Starfish is approved for tax deductible donations, the Starfish Foundation 
will be launched. This will be a capital-preserved fund designed to further underpin 
Starfish’s long-term financial security. 

A founding philanthropic donation of 

$½m 
has already been confirmed.
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Our Strategy & Priorities 2016-2021
Starfish’s strategy for the next five years is two-fold and embraces:

2Continuing to grow 
organically where we 
have or can secure the 
required capacity and 
resources to do so.

1Strengthening our 
existing network, 
systems, services 
and initiatives; and,

Some opportunities for growth have already been secured, such as the substantial seed funding for the Starfish Foundation 
and the commencement of tax deductible fundraising.

Beyond this, Starfish’s primary strategy will be to attract and develop its Associates Network of professional sustainability entrepreneurs. The 
Associates play a central part in leading and supporting sustainability initiatives, as well as developing the capacity of Starfish itself. With our 
full regulatory approvals in place, Associates can now utilise what is probably a nationally-unique platform of sustainability systems, services, 
partnerships and mechanisms to raise funds and access other resourcing opportunities.

The following tables detail specific strategic areas of foci for Starfish over the next five years.
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Starfish Associates
2021 Vision ~ A network of highly capable, effective and active sustainable change 
facilitators and entrepreneurs across Australia and expanding around the world.

Targets Activities Measures
At least one Associate in every second region 
across Australia (i.e. 25) and 5 Associates 
working in countries other than Australia (i.e. 
30 Associates in total).

• Develop a model and incubation process for Starfish networks to be established in other 
regions throughout Australia and beyond

• Conduct a pro-active marketing and recruitment campaign, which includes the Community 
Entrepreneurs Network as part of the Rural Sustainability Constellation

• Number and location of Associates
• Creation of a regional incubation model
• Profile and reach of marketing and recruitment campaign 

activities

Highly capable and effective sustainability 
change facilitators and entrepreneurs who are 
actively involved with two initiatives and/or 
services each per year (i.e. 60 per annum in 
total)

• Strengthen the systems and support framework for Associates to collaborate, learn and 
network ~ including with Contractors and Partners ~ through regular communication, 
information sharing, workshops, master classes, etc.

• Convene the Inaugural Rural Sustainability Constellation ~ (being the collective noun for a 
group of starfish) which brings together Associates, Contractors, Partners and supporters to 
network, learn, strategise and build capacity for rural sustainability

• Number of Associates capable of providing each of  Starfish’s 
sustainability services (see Strengthening Initiatives, Services, 
Systems & Capacity)

• Level of Starfish’s active involvement in sustainability initiatives 
and/or services

• Membership of the Community Entrepreneurs Network
• Involvement with the Inaugural Rural Sustainability Constellation
• Qualitative assessment of experience,  expertise and 

effectiveness in enabling change for sustainability

Each Associate, on average, is generating 
an average of $30,000pa in revenue and 
resources for their sustainability initiatives and 
services

• Maintain and expand subscriptions to tender, grant and fundraising news and 
announcements

• Develop and implement a Starfish Associates Brand Usage Policy and co-branding toolkit 
• Create and utilise a platform for Associates to run tax-deductible donation and crowd-

funding campaigns through the Starfish Foundation

• Associate fee income
• Number of fee-for-service engagements, tenders and grants 

secured
• Utilisation of, and donations raised through, the fundraising 

platform

Develop a Sustainable Remuneration and 
Livelihood Policy

• Research and develop a policy which incorporates a benchmarked and indexed ceiling 
limit to embody the principle of sustainable livelihoods

• Incorporate a mechanism for recognising intellectual property as well as active labour 
(as is currently being developed for both the Community Regeneration and Earth Funerals 
initiatives)

• Policy successfully developed and agreed to by the Associates 
and Board of Directors
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Strengthening Initiatives, Services, Systems & Capacity
2021 Vision ~ Starfish has a diverse range of valuable, effective and widely utilised sustainability initiatives and services which are 
efficiently supported and enabled by its various systems, Associates, Partners and professional contractors as relevant and required.

Targets Activities Measures
12 well developed, packaged, professional and 
highly useful sustainability services

• Develop a marketing plan to introduce Starfish’s existing services to potential clients or ‘collaborators 
with cash’, including using key marketing moments such as in advance of end of financial year and post 
government elections

• Continue to review and develop Starfish’s existing sustainability services ~ Starfish Associates; Start-up 
Incubator & Auspice; Creative Communication; Participatory Facilitation; Collaborative Governance; 
Leadership & Learning

• Research, develop and market six new sustainability services and which will include S-CORE, Strategic 
Partnerships, Project Delivery & Rural Sustainability Micro-Grants (from Starfish Foundation)

• Number of sustainability services
• Number of active engagements and/or deployments 

of sustainability services
• Level of success, quality of outcomes and stakeholder 

satisfaction with performance and outcomes
• Level of revenue generated from fee-for-service 

engagements of Starfish’s sustainability services

80 sustainability initiatives (i.e. 20 additional 
initiatives to those being directly led by Starfish 
Associates as detailed at Starfish Associates)

• Successfully implement Starfish’s existing sustainability initiatives ~ Biochar for Sustainable Soils; North 
Coast Energy Forum; Farming the Sun; New England Wind; Earth Funerals; Community Regeneration; 
A Vision of Quality Conference & Micro-Grants; Community Entrepreneurs; Homes North Community 
Housing; Zero Net Energy Town

• Number of sustainability initiatives
• Diversity of initiatives in regard to their sustainability 

priorities (opportunities realised and/or challenges 
addressed)

• Level of success, quality of outcomes and stakeholder 
satisfaction with performance

Further improve Starfish’s financial capacity and 
resilience:
• $2.5m gross revenue pa
• $250k untied income pa
• $1.5m held in capital (Starfish Foundation)
• $50k grant-making pa by Starfish Foundation, of 

which at least 20% is for sustainability initiatives 
led by Partners and Collaborators (i.e. not Starfish)

• $40k core income pa from interest, donations and 
membership fees (Associates, General Members)

• Public launch of the Starfish Foundation
• Develop an investment policy for Starfish Foundation and Starfish’s financial reserves more generally
• Establish a range of fundraising programs including:

* Monthly donors
* Bequests and planned giving
* Long-term capital

• Develop a donation request process  for Starfish’s website and other communication platforms which 
utilises key marketing moments such as the end of financial and calendar years

• Implement activities as detailed above in regard to the Starfish Associates and Strengthening Initiatives, 
Services, Systems & Capacity strategies

• Financial targets as detailed
• Diversity of income sources, including Associate fee 

income (see Starfish Associates)
• Attendance, profile, reach and fundraising achieved 

at the launch of the Starfish Foundation
• Number of monthly donors and total annual 

donations received
• Board approved Investment Policy

Further develop Starfish’s network capacity:
• Highly efficient and effective ICT platforms
• 200 freelance contracts
• 300 formal Partners

• Document, review and further improve Starfish’s platform of cloud ICT software and services
• Establish regular communication with Associates, Contractors and Partners to maintain engagement and 

grow the Starfish network

• Outcomes from Annual Stakeholder Survey
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Communication & Engagement
2021 Vision ~ Starfish is more widely recognised as a leading source of quality information 
and discussion regarding rural and regional sustainability.

Targets Activities Measures

Connect and engage with ‘the converted’ to:
• seek their views on sustainability
• have them assist in sharing news
• support sustainability initiatives
• have them consider  becoming Associates, 

Partners or Contractors.

• Expand Starfish’s regular communications to easily reach Members, Associates, Freelance 
Contractors, Auspiced Initiatives, Partners, Clients, Funders, Initiative-specific audiences, Members of 
Parliament, and other rural and regional specialists and key stakeholders

• Number of subscribers to Starfish’s rural sustainability 
news and other communication platforms

• Web visitation and engagement
• Quarterly communications with Members, Associates, 

Freelance Contractors, Auspiced Initiatives, Partners, 
Clients, Funders, Initiative-specific audiences and other 
key stakeholders

• Outcomes from Annual Stakeholder Survey

Significantly improve and clarify  
understanding of sustainability generally 
and more specifically of Starfish’s purpose, 
strategy and work with key audiences

• Review and update all key areas of Starfish’s website to ensure that they are clear, compelling and 
complete for a new visitor audience

• Develop a media briefing pack
• Create two social media campaigns:

* 2100 Projections Project
* “Sustaining this is not Sustainable”

• Develop a means to more clearly and easily define and communicate sustainability, particularly for 
Starfish’s website

• Improve the clarity of how the sustainability outcomes of Starfish’s initiatives are communicated

• Increased awareness and understanding of 
sustainability, rural transition, opportunities, disruption 
and challenges
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Great Governance
2021 Vision ~ To have a full complement of Directors and General (voting) Members who bring the credibility, breadth and depth of 
experience, expertise and networks to effectively govern, hold accountability and strategically add value to, all key areas of Starfish’s work.

Targets Activities Measures
Full complement of Directors on the Board ( 7 to 8) who collectively 
bring the required mix of experience, expertise and networks to 
effectively govern Starfish 

• Conduct Annual Director and Board Performance Self-
Evaluations

• Create an Annual Performance Review for the Executive 
Director’s performance in addition to ongoing monitoring and 
feedback

• Create an Annual Policy Review
• Review and continually develop governance procedures to 

ensure that Directors are aware of their ethical, legal and 
fiduciary responsibilities

• Number of Directors
• Director demographics addressing key areas on the Board Matrix of 

experience, expertise and networks
• Outcomes from Annual Director and Board Performance Self-Evaluations
• Outcomes from the Executive Director’s Annual Performance Review

High quality performance, success, delivery and implementation of 
Starfish’s sustainability services and initiatives

• Undertake Governance Reporting re Starfish’s Approach
• Create an Annual Implementation Plan for Starfish’s Approach
• Develop Network Governance systems to enable and ensure the 

accountability of the Starfish Associates & Strategic Initiatives, 
particularly in respect to legal, financial, compliance, risk and 
performance requirements

• Sustainability outcomes and impact of Starfish’s sustainability services and 
initiatives

• Number and proportion of successful delivered and implemented  initiatives 

75 General (voting) Members who bring a diverse mix of relevant 
experience, expertise and networks

• Create a member recruitment strategy to be incorporated into 
Starfish’s Communication & Engagement activities

• Number of Members
• Member demographics

Complete compliance with all statutory and regulatory requirements • Create an Annual Governance Self-Review
• Create an Annual Review of Starfish’s purpose & objectives in 

relation to the Company’s Constitution and Foundation’s Trust 
Deed

• Maintain Compliance Register

• Compliance with all statutory and regulatory requirements, particularly 
statutory reporting and financial audits
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Precautions
The following challenges and risks have been identified as those most significant and needing to 
be considered and addressed so as to successfully implement the above strategies.

Challenges & Risks Likelihood Impact Strategies to Address, Mitigate, Avoid
Reliance upon Starfish Associates, particularly Adam 
Blakester (trading as ParadigmPlay) to provide pro-
bono support for Starfish’s development

Almost certain Major • Ensure Starfish’s essential governance and administration systems and requirements remain lean and 
efficient

• Maintain full financial funding for the provision of the core governance and administration functions
• Create and implement an annual Executive Director review as well as regularly monitoring  their 

workload and capacity
• Grow and strengthen the network of Starfish Associates to deepen Starfish’s capacity for succession 

planning, back-up and redundancy

Difficulty in securing and generating the required 
resources for pro-active change for sustainability and 
the creation of genuine sustainability

Almost certain Moderate • Launch of Starfish Foundation
• Develop and implement ongoing fundraising programs
• Encourage and enable Starfish Associates to lead fundraising proposals (grants, tenders, fee-for-service, 

donation and crowd-funding campaigns)
• Maintain a diversified income strategy with a mix of fee-for-service engagements and sustainability 

initiatives

Limited availability of resources for Starfish 
Associates and other practitioners to generate a 
sufficient livelihood from specialising and working in 
sustainability

Likely Moderate • Ensure expectations are clear for Associates and that they fully appreciate the merits of Starfish’s  
‘portfolio approach’ to sustainability work, i.e. a portfolio of both Starfish and other projects, with a mix 
of both fee-for-service and project-based work

• Maintain focus on light, lean and essential systems and start-up pathways to keep overheads and 
barriers-to-entry as low as is possible

• Undertake pro-active marketing and development of Starfish’s services (see Starfish Associates)

Continuing low visibility of, and availability of 
resources for, rural sustainability needs and 
opportunities

Likely Moderate • Concerted focus on raising profile, awareness, engagement and understanding of rural sustainability 
needs and opportunities (see  Communication & Engagement)
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