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Educati onal insti tuti ons play an instrumental role in social and politi cal 
change, and are responsible for the environmental and social ethics of their 
insti tuti onal practi ces. The essays in this volume criti cally examine scholarly 
research practi ces in the age of the Anthropocene, and ask what accountability 
educators and researchers have in ‘righti ng’ their relati onship to the 
environment. The volume further calls att enti on to the geographical, fi nancial, 
legal and politi cal barriers that might limit scholarly dialogue by excluding 
researchers from parti cipati ng in traditi onal modes of scholarly conversati on.

As such, Right Research is a bold invitati on to the academic community 
to rigorous self-refl ecti on on what their research looks like, how it is 
conducted, and how it might be developed so as to increase accessibility and 
sustainability, and decrease carbon footprint. The volume follows a three-
part structure that bridges conceptual and practi cal concerns: the fi rst secti on 
challenges our assumpti ons about how sustainability is defi ned, measured 
and practi ced; the second secti on showcases arti st-researchers whose work 
engages with the impact of humans on our environment; while the third 
secti on investi gates how academic spaces can model eco-conscious behaviour.

This ti mely volume responds to an increased demand for environmentally 
sustainable research, and is outstanding not only in its interdisciplinarity, but its 
embrace of non-traditi onal formats, spanning academic arti cles, creati ve acts, 
personal refl ecti ons and dialogues. Right Research will be a valuable resource 
for educators and researchers interested in developing and hybridizing their 
scholarly communicati on formats in the face of the current climate crisis.
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Case Studies in Sustainability:  
The South Vineyard Creek Story

Maryella Hatfield 

This project started as a collaboration to explore some of the ways 
in which sustainability principles were being applied on Western 
Sydney University Parramatta campus. A group of academic staff 
from the School of Humanities and Communication Arts (including 
Alison Gill, Abby Mellick Lopes and Kate Richards) thought that a 
key focus of the Living Lab initiative could be to consider the role of 
storytelling in communicating, ideating and inspiring sustainability. 
This would include documentation of some of the cross-disciplinary 
processes underway on campus and among staff, students and external 
stakeholders. We learned from our initial scoping of these projects, that 
many of the initiatives happening on campus were not well-known. So 
we wanted to start the process of documenting some of these initiatives.

I started doing some documentary interviews with a number of 
people involved in sustainability initiatives on campus. We have green 
star buildings and a range of energy initiatives that are very effective, 
but one little project (which we didn’t realize was going to unfold in 
such an interesting way) resulted from the discovery of a small piece 
of bushland on our campus located on the Parramatta River—quite a 
lovely location. This tiny patch of bushland is part of South Vineyard 
Creek, a small tributary flowing into the Parramatta River. Although 
we had begun doing expert interviews with people knowledgeable 
about this location, we also started taking students down into the area, 
getting them involved in their own process of interviewing experts 
about the area.

You can see in this photo (see Fig. 6), on the left-hand side stands 
Dr Roger Attwater, our campus sustainability expert and manager. He 
looks after all the campuses and the sustainability initiatives on this 
campus as well, so that is why he is with us, being interviewed by the 
students and me, about the ecosystems of the river. In his explanation, 
Roger describes the riparian zone—the different plant and animal 
communities in the area, and the different flora and fauna species 

© Maryella Hatfield, CC BY 4.0  https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0213.23
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determined by the characteristics of the zones they occupy. I’m on the 
right behind the camera, with a student to the right-hand side.

Fig. 6  Dr. Roger Attwater, Media Arts Production students and Maryella Hatfield 
(behind camera, second from right) in South Vineyard Creek. Photographer 

unknown (2018).

The surprising thing about this little patch of land is that it was discovered 
almost by accident. It was not known as a part of university land nor as 
part of local council land, but nevertheless became an area of study and 
exploration. Here in the middle of a very busy urban environment, there 
are multiple pressures from development on all sides and there were 
also plans for a light rail system to be built above and to one side of 
the area. There is already a railway embankment up to the side of this 
little patch of bushland, so suspicions were raised on the part of locals 
as to what was going to happen to this little area. Currently there are 
various scoping studies underway aiming to conserve the area as much 
as possible because these patches of bushland are actually quite rare in 
the city.

So, with all these different levels of research in relation to this 
environment, whether it’s looking at the issue of climate change, the 
issue of Cooling the Commons, which Abby discusses in her research on 
how people in urban environments will cope with rising temperatures, 
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particularly in areas like Western Sydney,32 we also considered a number 
of ways in which different disciplines can look at this example and 
learn from it. Our media and communication students for example 
(many of whom are not that knowledgeable at all about ecosystems or 
about even the value of natural systems) are becoming aware of these 
issues themselves simply by visiting the site and interviewing people 
about them. There is great value to be had for students in personally 
experiencing and developing research into the natural environment for 
themselves, first hand.

Fig. 7  Student Amy Xu shooting footage at South Vineyard Creek. Photograph by 
Maryella Hatfield, 2018.

We are also discovering interesting features of this area. For example, 
in the Parramatta River environs, the original indigenous name 
given by the Dharug people, the earliest inhabitants of this area, was 
Burramattagul, the meeting place of eels. We found that in this creek, eels 
are still thriving. While there are also turtles and tortoises, the eels have 
a particularly interesting life cycle related to the physical environment 
itself as known by Indigenous people of the region.

32  Abby Mellick Lopes, ‘How People Can Best Make the Transition to Cool Future 
Cities’, The Conversation (July 12, 2017), http://theconversation.com/how-people- 
can-best-make-the-transition-to-cool-future-cities-80683.

http://theconversation.com/how-people-can-best-make-the-transition-to-cool-future-cities-80683
http://theconversation.com/how-people-can-best-make-the-transition-to-cool-future-cities-80683
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In addition to this, some of our students were about to start working 
on another project on sustainability. This was a New Colombo Plan 
initiative by the Australian Federal Government, led by colleagues 
Professor Juan Salazar and Dr Tanya Notley, documenting stories in 
Vanuatu in the South Pacific.33 As it happened, in the process of talking 
to some of our experts, we found by sheer coincidence that the eels’ life 
cycle takes them to the South Pacific on their breeding cycle. So this 
process of investigation revealed the global connectedness of ecosystems. 
It allowed students to then say, ‘Oh that’s a new angle, that’s a new part 
of the story that we can explore and tell. Moreover, there are connections 
between local and global ecosystems which we can investigate further’.

So, these examples of the Living Lab foster exploration, investigation, 
documentation and storytelling, from many angles. For example, 
engineering students can visit the South Vineyard Creek area and 
consider it as a case study when looking at development processes. 
They can reflect on sustainability concerns and ask, ‘Well, where do we 
put the light rail system? Wouldn’t it be good if we can actually respect 
and conserve these ecosystems and allow things to go around?’ Rather 
than thinking, ‘We need to cut through and destroy no matter the cost to 
the environment’. These are some of the issues I think we are faced with 
in urban environments; ‘How can we live in much more harmonious 
proximity to natural environments?’

This is likely an issue around the world, and not just local to us. 
Looking at these examples as case studies raises important questions, 
such as ‘How can we learn, understand and proceed in a much more 
harmonious way in relation to the environment and allow there to be 
a much greater sense of balance and appreciation between various 
stakeholders’.

 Resilient Cities and the Urban Environment

Out of such activities, further questions coalesce around the theme of 
resilient cities and the urban environment. When looking at all the big 

33  Isabel Wagner, ‘Student documentaries get close and personal with Vanuatu’s 
climate change battle’, News Centre, Western Sydney University (December 4, 
2018), https://www.westernsydney.edu.au/newscentre/news_centre/more_news_
stories/student_documentaries_get_close_and_personal_with_vanuatus_climate_
change_battle. 

https://www.westernsydney.edu.au/newscentre/news_centre/more_news_stories/student_documentaries_get_close_and_personal_with_vanuatus_climate_change_battle
https://www.westernsydney.edu.au/newscentre/news_centre/more_news_stories/student_documentaries_get_close_and_personal_with_vanuatus_climate_change_battle
https://www.westernsydney.edu.au/newscentre/news_centre/more_news_stories/student_documentaries_get_close_and_personal_with_vanuatus_climate_change_battle
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issues together, whether it is climate change or urban development, 
they often seem an enormous cluster of problems. How do we respond 
to some of these really big challenges? How do we respond when we 
sometimes feel that the problems are insurmountable, in that, as ‘wicked’ 
problems, they are characterized by a high degree of complexity?

So, I come back here to a phrase that was raised at the Futures West 
event that Abby Mellick Lopes mentioned earlier in this chapter.34 A 
Future Scenario35 scholar, Tony Fry reiterates the idea of ‘Dig Where You 
Stand’.36 The principle is to look into your local situation and to see how 
you can bring the awareness from that micro situation, case study or 
moment of realization to the fore. Can you then see if you can apply what 
you learn on this smaller scale to a larger one? Even with a case study 
like the South Vineyard Creek story, many lessons can be explored and 
learned. There are many community members involved, local council 
people, Aboriginal people, members of the Dharug community and 
others, including members of a nation-wide group Clean Up Australia. 
One of the local groups connected with Clean Up Australia, are people 
who call themselves the River Keepers. Site leader Paula Coleman 
reported on their activities in March 2019.37 In short, a whole community 
has grown out from this place and with the university as well.

Originally this project came about because we were considering a 
concept called the ‘Sustainathon’ where we were looking at inviting 
a broad range of people onto the campus to participate in an ideation 
process. This was based on discussions with Professor Chris Ryan from 
the University of Melbourne’s Victorian Eco-Innovation Lab or VEIL.38 

34  Allen, Lopes and Andrews (2009).
35  In the ‘Methods of change 2: Designing in time’ section of Design Futuring (2009), 

Tony Fry writes: ‘Future scenario building not only requires a considerable amount 
of time and research but skill and practice. The basis of futuring scenario is not “what 
will be” or even “what might be” but “what potentialities beg interrogation”—this 
for possible precautionary design responses’ (pp. 145–155), https://doi.org/10.275
2/204191211x12980384100355. 

36  Fry (2009), p. 224.
37  Paula Coleman, Clean Up Australia Day, Vineyard Creek, Burramatta (2019), https://

www.cleanupaustraliaday.org.au/fundraisers/paulacoleman/Vineyard-Creek--- 
Burramatta. 

38  The Victorian Eco-Innovation Lab (VEIL) is a research-design-action group focused 
on innovation for more sustainable and resilient future cities. It is an interdisciplinary 
group whose work is engaged with and embedded in industry, government and 
communities. VEIL’s work aims to shift thinking about both what is possible and 
what is needed imminently to create a more sustainable future. The group’s projects 

https://doi.org/10.2752/204191211x12980384100355
https://doi.org/10.2752/204191211x12980384100355
https://www.cleanupaustraliaday.org.au/fundraisers/paulacoleman/Vineyard-Creek---Burramatta
https://www.cleanupaustraliaday.org.au/fundraisers/paulacoleman/Vineyard-Creek---Burramatta
https://www.cleanupaustraliaday.org.au/fundraisers/paulacoleman/Vineyard-Creek---Burramatta
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My initial contact with Professor Ryan arose from work surrounding 
my film The Future Makers, a documentary exploring possible futures 
based on environmental technologies and sustainability principles.39 
We had also discussed some of his ideas around the concept of ‘eco-
acupuncture’, a way of considering how small examples can invigorate 
the larger entity exploring questions such as, ‘What kind of ideal urban 
scenarios would we like to create?’.40

As part of a WSU Sustainability Research initiative,41 we proposed to 
relate these ideas to our immediate situation and tell some of our local 
stories. Our aims are to document or capture our stories, and then to invite 
people to our campus, to explore and discuss some of the possibilities 
for Sydney and/or for Parramatta. In this way we hope to actually 
broaden this conversation around sustainability with more engagement 
in decision-making processes. There is currently much discussion about 
political culture; the idea that democracy is possibly in trouble because 
people feel left out of decision-making processes. Showing the ways in 
which people can engage meaningfully, can communicate and feel that 
they are being heard, and can then actually see that they’re being heard, 
will doubtless feed into political culture more broadly.

 Resilience and Lessons for the Future

We’ve been having a range of conversations with Dr. Roger Attwater as 
the Campus Sustainability Manager, with the Riverkeepers, and with 

frequently use scenarios, modelling and visualizations of alternative futures to help 
communicate these ideas (see Victorian Eco Innovation Lab (VEIL), https://veil.msd.
unimelb.edu.au).

39  The Future Makers tells the story of key Australians leading the way on the world 
stage in renewable energy. Some are designing a future based on models in nature. 
Others are creating a sustainable energy model for a 21st century economy (see 
Maryella Hatfield (dir.), The Future Makers Film (2008) http://thefuturemakers.
com.au/about_the_future_makers_film.php).

40  Chris Ryan writes: ‘Eco-Acupuncture focuses on multiple small interventions in an 
existing urban precinct that can shift the community’s ideas of what is permissible, 
desirable and possible and provide transformation points for a new trajectory 
of development to a resilient low-carbon future’ (‘Eco-Acupuncture: Designing 
and facilitating pathways for urban transformation, for a resilient low-carbon 
future’, Journal of Cleaner Production, 50 (2013), 189–199, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jclepro.2012.11.029).

41  The WSU Sustainability Research initiative at Western Sydney University is led 
by Juan Salazar and Jeff Powell (‘Research theme champions: Environment and 
sustainability’ (Western Sydney University, 2018), https://www.westernsydney.
edu.au/dvcresearch/dvc_research/research_theme_champions).

https://veil.msd.unimelb.edu.au
https://veil.msd.unimelb.edu.au
http://thefuturemakers.com.au/about_the_future_makers_film.php
http://thefuturemakers.com.au/about_the_future_makers_film.php
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2012.11.029
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2012.11.029
https://www.westernsydney.edu.au/dvcresearch/dvc_research/research_theme_champions
https://www.westernsydney.edu.au/dvcresearch/dvc_research/research_theme_champions
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many others. In relation to resilience, one of the stories that remained 
with me was told by one of the Riverkeepers, Paula Coleman. In the 
photo below, she is shown describing a number of tree species in the 
surrounding area from the riverbed through the mangroves, all the way 
up the creek, that have been there for hundreds of years. She pointed in 
particular to the swamp mahogany trees that have clearly been growing 
for many decades and possibly centuries.

Fig. 8  Riverkeeper, Paula Coleman, at South Vineyard Creek. Photograph by 
Maryella Hatfield, 2018. 

This is a powerful image of resilience. Having the existence of these 
trees being made visible and the ecosystem being revealed, right next to 
our campus, was part of this research process. Becoming aware of this 
ecology in this way is very meaningful. We are therefore witness to both 
the trees’ resilience and the eels’ resilience in the face of intense levels 
of urban development around them—the light rail and the industrial 
sites—encroaching on the areas adjacent to the riverbed on one side 
with the campus sitting on the other side.

Paula also suggested that there are a number of powerful owls that 
live in the creek environment. Who would have thought that would be 
possible in such a densely populated urban environment? We know that 
in the creek there are tortoises, small turtles, eels and lizards. There are 
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the mangrove areas all the way up to the eucalyptus communities and 
there are eastern water dragons (lizards) in the creek bed. So there may 
be many creatures living there that we are not yet aware of. The flora 
and fauna are powerful symbols of resilience and we have much to learn 
from these environments.

Research continues to reveal the powerful value of ecosystems in 
supporting life forms on earth, with examples such as the recent findings 
on the role of mangroves and wetlands in mitigating climate change.42 
Case studies such as these help students, academics and the community 
see how the broader principles apply through real examples in practice.

I think it’s important that people have a sense of possibilities for the 
future, being able to see that we do have options and choices available 
to us, that decisions can be made in a more deliberative manner. Media, 
storytelling and documentation of these possibilities is a part of that 
process, and a theme that I explored in my film, The Future Makers.43 
Capturing stories of possible solutions and fresh ways of considering 
our relationship with the natural world gives us all a sense of agency 
and confidence in taking steps towards a future that is life-affirming in 
every sense.

Renowned biologist, E.O. Wilson describes the concept of ‘biophilia’ 
and the sense that humans have a natural affinity with all other life 
forms. Taking small scale experiences like this, applying them, and 
seeing how they relate to the greater whole can create powerful learning 
opportunities that may play out on many levels. He describes this 
principle eloquently here: ‘I offer this as a formula of re-enchantment 
to invigorate poetry and myth: mysterious and little known organisms 
live within walking distance of where you sit. Splendor awaits in minute 
proportions’.44

We may well apply this formula to examples such as South Vineyard 
Creek. Using these ideas, along with concepts such as eco-acupuncture, 
allows for an approach that ties in the benefit of micro-storytelling about 
sustainability, or small examples about social and community learning. 

42  Kerrylee Rogers, Jeffrey Kelleway and Neil Saintilan, ‘Rising seas allow coastal wetlands 
to store more carbon’, The Conversation (March 6, 2019), https://theconversation.
com/rising-seas-allow-coastal-wetlands-to-store-more-carbon-113020.

43  The Future Makers Film (2008).
44  Edward O. Wilson, Biophilia (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1984), p. 139.

https://theconversation.com/rising-seas-allow-coastal-wetlands-to-store-more-carbon-113020
https://theconversation.com/rising-seas-allow-coastal-wetlands-to-store-more-carbon-113020
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As Ryan observes, a focus on ‘multiple small interventions in an 
existing urban precinct […] can shift the community’s ideas of what is 
permissible, desirable and possible and provide transformation points 
for a new trajectory of development to a resilient low-carbon future’.45 
Inviting participants on all levels, from the community, academia, 
students, policymakers, developers, and engineers, to observe what 
takes place on a micro-scale may allow for consideration of issues on a 
much larger scale. It may be possible to see how efforts to address some 
of the wicked problems related to climate change, may benefit from 
practical observation and application of solutions, ideas and strategies 
emanating from the local and extending to the global.

Some of these wicked problems have come into even greater focus 
more recently, with the bushfires in Australia over the 2019–2020 
period, followed dramatically by the COVID-19 pandemic. Both of these 
events are revealing, even more, the value and importance of keeping 
natural environments intact as much as possible, especially in urban 
environments. Many wildlife species are under extreme pressure and 
threat, and having habitats to escape to becomes a matter of survival. 
Many people undergoing isolation at home are realizing the value of 
green spaces near their homes for exercise, health and well-being. So, 
it may become even more crucial to appreciate and recognize the value 
of these habitats and micro-stories as sites for learning and passing on 
knowledge for future generations.

45  Ryan (2013), p. 189.


