University of Ballarat, Australia

Universities in Australia enjoy a large degree of freedom in designing and implementing their academic activities, and the University of Ballarat is no exception. Programs and policies related to civic engagement are common in many Australian universities, especially those with campuses in rural and regional Australia. However, civic engagement is not currently part of national government policy for higher education in Australia, and does not form part of the major funding sources for higher education. 

The university is looking for ways of making civic engagement a more integral part of its learning and teaching activities, possibly through broadening its academic programs beyond the traditional disciplines. The intention to foster civic engagement is reflected in the institution’s mission statement and strategic goals, one of which relates directly to promoting the wellbeing of the communities served by the university. 

Like many other universities, the institution faces the challenge of moving beyond traditional academic perspectives that do not acknowledge the role that higher education institutions have to play in civic issues. In the last few years, however, attempts were made to review the university’s relationship with its community. This drive was in large measure facilitated by financial assistance from external funding organizations such as the Australian Research Council, which mainly supports collaborative projects between higher education researchers and industry. This has resulted in far more productive partnerships with the community. 


Approach to civic engagement

Civic engagement at the institution is still in its early stages. Within the academic environment it mainly takes the form of placements and internships that are required for the attainment of degrees in professions such as medicine. However, the university is seeking ways of introducing the notion of citizenship as a value underpinning its undergraduate and postgraduate degrees, and is also looking at how it might get involved in bridging the widening divide between rich and poor through the encouragement of learning in poor communities.

The university’s involvement in civic engagement also finds form in its extracurricular activities and within its research. In general the focus for civic engagement is in the areas of health, the environment, and community development. The university sees civic engagement as being concerned mainly with the promotion of the growth and wellbeing of individuals, organizations and communities that it serves, through education, training, research, and partnerships.

As part of its strategic intent, the university is identifying and funding activities that provide for harmonious and productive partnerships between the university and its various communities. It also seeks to align its curriculum framework in such a way that it becomes differentiated from other, older universities in the country by responding to the needs of communities in the region. Its approach includes the introduction of performance indicators and funding models that promote civic participation among its departmental units.

In order to promote more institutional involvement in civic engagement, the university has set up a reward system that provides financial compensation and promotion for faculty. The promotions policy stipulates that faculty members should be involved in two or more of the following areas – teaching, research, application, and integration. Currently about 25 to 50 percent of students participate in service-learning courses and internships.

Resources

The university finances its civic engagement program mainly through internally generated revenue. It has also obtained some financial assistance from a few independent organizations such as the Australian Research Council. The grants from the councils are exclusively meant to promote and facilitate linkages between universities and industry, and the challenge is to design the projects so that they contribute to aspects of community and regional development. 

Challenges

A key challenge for the university is encouraging its faculty to see the value of civic engagement beyond the traditional activities used in professional training. The university regards government funding for civic engagement through higher education as a major factor in the creation of a closer link between faculty and community-based activities. Such funding would make it possible to start prioritizing civic engagement within the institution. At an institutional level, the challenge is to correlate the allocation of funds with productive civic engagement, both at a macro level and at a micro level (i.e. rewards for individual faculty).
However, most faculty are still driven by a very strong allegiance to teaching and research in their specific disciplines, and do not acknowledge the benefits of collaborative work through engagement with poor communities in particular. Students have also demonstrated their low drive in engaging with the communities. This could possibly be linked with the pressures on students to be involved in paid employment. 

Longer term, the university sees the implementation of its statement of strategic intent to the year 2020 as the key to fostering a stronger emphasis on civic engagement. Part of the strategy will be to fund appropriate activities that link with harmonious and productive community partnerships.
Conclusion

The university has a history of providing tertiary education and training dating back 135 years. Its teaching and research components have established strong links with business, industry, and its wider communities, and in the last few years the focus has been on developing research that is relevant to the region. This has been rewarded with a significant increase in research funding as a result of close relationships with regional industry and business. 
Water in Drylands: a Wimmera–Mallee-based Collaborative Research Program 

Started in 2003 with the overall aim of improving the socioeconomic and environmental sustainability of dryland rural regions, the project is aimed at helping to conserve up to 103,000 mega liters of water (equivalent to 86 percent of current water expenditure) in the arid area of northwest Australia. The longer-term objectives of the project include:

· Restoring dryland ecology, ephemeral waterways, and wetlands;

· Building vibrant regional communities through efficient use of water; and

· Promoting industry and investment in dryland economies.

The project involves substituting 17,500 kilometers of open earth channels with 6,500 kilometers of pipes. The original system was susceptible to serious water loss due to evaporation and seepage. Responding to this problem, the university coordinated its research priorities and involved diverse stakeholders to identify the efficient use of water for farming. 

After obtaining funding from various organizations including business organizations, water drainage management, and within the university itself, two key staff members (project leader and project director) were recruited to provide strategic direction and overall management of the project, which is scheduled to run for another eight years. 

The university liaises with the business community, water-related organizations, and other universities in Australia to raise more funding and to bring about synergies between the stakeholders. Through extensive and inclusive consultation, which has merged modern, scientific methods with indigenous knowledge, the university has facilitated a more prosperous and sustainable future for the communities, which would otherwise be impeded due to a shortage of good quality, reliable water.
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