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“The human race is living beyond its means. A report backed by 1360 scientists from 95 countries – 

some of them world leaders in their fields – warns that almost two-thirds of the natural machinery that 
supports life on Earth is being degraded by human pressure…one species is now a hazard to the other 

10 million or so on the planet”.  
(The Age, Melbourne, front page, 31 March 2005) 

 
The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment is one of the latest reports that calculate the extent to 
which humanity is threatening the future of life on Earth (8).   
 
While we could easily be overwhelmed by the scale, extent and complexity of this critical 
situation, and the constant uncertainty this presents for our future, there are real and creative 
opportunities for a sustainable future.   
 
Some of the people creating a path towards a sustainable future include: 

 
·  Stuart McQuire – aims to reduce his domestic water use 

to 10% (yes, that is a 90% reduction) of the average 
household use 

 
 
·  Anastasios and Chrisoula Pehlivanidis – honour water 

in every part of their lives and demonstrate that real 
change resides with people not technology 

 
 
·  Kamran Jafari (Environmental Officer) and Joe Corponi 

(Director, Corporate Services) – have made it possible to 
integrate Museum Victoria’s public messages with its 
organisational goals and practices.  They have provided the 
resources, time and commitment to undertaking a water audit 
for Museum Victoria, and are exploring how to engage the 
whole organisation in a process of cultural change required for 
us to become a sustainable museum. 

 
 



Museums have a vital role in the journey towards a sustainable future.  Indeed, not only do 
museums have a chance to be an important cultural tool for positive societal change, but their 
participation in this transformation is essential in ensuring their own future is relevant, vibrant 
and strongly connected to their communities.    
 
In this paper I will 
·  briefly talk about sustainability as a cultural change process 
·  explore the meaning and relevance of transformative learning  
·  draw on my recent experiences in managing the Water Smart Home project at Museum 

Victoria share some insights gained from this project 
 
The Journey towards a Sustainable Future 
 
The museums role in the journey towards a sustainable future has, in recent years, become a 
matter for thoughtful exploration, as evidenced by the work of Glenn Sutter and Douglas Worts 
and the Working Group on Museums and Sustainable Communities (20).  This Working Group 
was created in 2000 to engage the “museum community in Canada in a process of awareness, 
reflection, learning, sharing of knowledge and experience, capacity-building and action related 
to their role in creating a culture of sustainability” (20). 
 
The journey towards a sustainable future  
·  is a cultural change process that seeks to understand the interdependencies and fundamental 

links between people (their attitudes, values and lifestyles) and the environment   
·  is an ongoing, evolving, dynamic process that cultivates new cultural perspectives, and 

ultimately creates behaviour change on a personal and community level, and 
·  requires an integrated, holistic approach involving:  

o cross-disciplinary methodologies 
o collaborative partnerships between communities, government and industry  
o integrity between words and actions  

 
Fundamentally, the movement towards a sustainable future requires that we all participate as 
individuals and as a whole society in the creative process of transformative learning.   
 
Transformative Learning 
 
So what is transformative learning?  Bernie Neville, Associate Professor of Education at La 
Trobe University, Melbourne explains that transformative learning involves creative processes, 
empowerment and is a social process of sharing (10).  The key elements in the transformative 
learning process are 
 
·  learning by action and feeling: facilitating 

experiences and opportunities for exploration and 
discovery; eg., the installation of ice sculptures at 
Melbourne Museum during National Water Week 
inspired extraordinary and sometimes wild efforts 
by the public to extract shower timers embedded 
in the ice.  In this way, the shower timers became 
trophies, and we hope are now in a proud place 
(like mine!) in hundreds of bathrooms across 
Melbourne 

 
 



·  telling and sharing stories: using narrative 
engagement to lure our imagination into new 
possibilities;  eg., in the Water Smart Home 
interactive exhibit personal stories from across 
Melbourne were selected with the aim to inspire the 
visitor to move beyond water saving tips to the real 
possibility of actually doing it themselves. 

 
 
 
Bernie Neville explains that transformation is not achieved through the simple acquisition of 
facts or knowledge.  ‘Real learning’ involves the person in a series of personal experiences that 
redefines their identity and relationship with the world.  It alters the way a person understands 
or ‘knows’ the world; they become something more than they were before.  This type of 
learning occurs in the present, at the intersection between the past (what we know) and the 
future (our imaginings toward new experience). 
 

Water Smart Home  
A Victorian Government enquiry has estimated that within fifteen 
years Melbourne’s demand for water will exceed its supply (15).   
As 60% of Melbourne’s water is used within the home, a key step 
towards a sustainable water future for Melbourne has been to 
encourage a reduction in demand for water.  With support from the 
Smart Water Fund (12), the Water Smart Home project at Museum 
Victoria aims to engage, educate and inspire the public in how to 
reuse, revalue and reduce the consumption of water in and around 
the home.  

The project consists of three major elements 
·  a water-activated interactive exhibit at Melbourne Museum  
·  a website that documents a range of stories from across 

Melbourne, including Melbourne Museum’s water saving story 
(www.museum.vic.gov.au/watersmarthome) 

·  a series of ongoing visitor programs.  
 
 
 
The interactive exhibit 
A key element in the design process of the interactive exhibit was to create a transformative 
experience that could give meaning to the key communication objective - we can all make a 
difference by saving water in our own homes.   An essential starting point was to survey 
museum visitors about their attitudes to water.    

 

This formative audience evaluation revealed 
our great challenge: people agreed that the 
need to save water was important, but that 
they felt their actions would have little or no 
impact, or that it was someone else’s 
responsibility to change, not them. There 
was also a sense in which this was a topic 
that offered little excitement.   



 
 
The interactive exhibit uses many of the elements of transformative learning.  It offers  
·  the opportunity and challenge of learning by doing: it is not possible to play the game 

successfully unless you think about and actually make decisions to save water.  It is not 
uncommon to see primary and secondary school children arguing the finer details of what 
type of shower head will save the most water, and whether they should choose a four-A 
rating washing machine or not 

·  creative concepts and presentation that make the topic exciting and fun.  The physical 
nature of the exhibit is a major attractor: its deliberate use of cartoons, the bright green 
‘Lego’ base, the challenge of the game, the rich mixture of vibrant colours.  The drama of 
the water sculpture all work to pull, sustain and help redefine the topic. 

·  a great mix of stories from across Melbourne is used to move from water saving ideas, 
technologies and tips into real life examples of action and meaning.  These stories are 
inspiring and empowering by offering the visitor the opportunity to explore the possibility 
of water reduction in their own homes.    

The interactive exhibit was awarded a gold medal in the prestigious international MUSE 
Awards at the American Association of Museums in May 2005.  The award was given “in 
recognition of the highest standards of excellence in the use of media and technology for 
interpretation and education in science.” 

 
The website 
A special characteristic of the Water 
Smart Home website is the major 
focus on stories (16). While the 
interactive exhibit features a selection 
of eight stories, the website includes a 
total of 14 stories.  What makes this 
water conservation website different 
from the many others is that stories of 
water saving households form the 
primary content and focus.   

Stories are the most basic expression 
of culture and identity, and are 
powerful tools for community 
engagement and transformation.  The 
telling and sharing of stories create 
relevance and meaning by linking ideas and issues directly with our daily lives.   Hearing about 
another person’s life can empower the listeners to believe that they can make a difference; that 
real change is possible.  Stories can also bring people together and connect them across 
perceived differences in background, understanding or values.  

 

One of the 13 community stories on the website 
feature Knut Tveitnes and Wendy Bicknell. They 
have redefined water catchment and its community 
potential by catching water, not just from their roof, 
but from two of their neighbour’s roofs. 

 



 

Wendy Orams and Stuart McQuire�and their young family 
are an extraordinary example of how simple and low-cost 
changes can reduce water use by 100,000 litres per year.  
With the introduction of more recent water saving 
technologies they are now in a position to reduce their water 
use to 10% of the typical Melbourne household. 

 

 

Anastasios and Chrisoula Pehlivanidis have no fancy 
water saving devices in their story.  They are a 
wonderful example of how, when we really integrate 
the preciousness of water into our daily lives, that it is 
not technology but people that makes the real 
difference.  

 

Luke Middleton’s story is about transforming water conservation and 
other sustainable practices into a desirable goal for those interested in 
contemporary domestic design, architecture and aesthetics. 

 
 
Museum Victoria also contributed its own water saving story. The 
Museum’s water audit and conservation assessment was an important 
parallel project that aligned museum operations with the 
communication messages and aims of the Water Smart Home project.  
It identified a number of ways to reduce, reuse and minimize water 
use.   
 

Two examples of the water story at Melbourne Museum are  
·  Forest Gallery: Before Melbourne water restrictions were 

introduced in 2002, up to 1,100,000 litres of water were 
used in the Forest Gallery creek and waterfall per year. The 
water restrictions have required that this be reduced to 

85,000 litres per year.  The 
museum is now considering ways 
of using its roof to supply 
rainwater to the Forest Gallery and 
Milarri Garden.  

 
·  Toilets: With 334 staff and over 700,000 visitors each year the 

toilets consume a huge volume of water. The water valves on the 
toilets at Melbourne Museum have recently been changed; this 
will save 7,000,000 litres per year and will pay for itself in a 
reduction in water bills within the first year.  

 
 
The process begun with the water audit is ongoing and will involve significant staff education 
and involvement. It will also provide opportunities for partnerships with other external 
stakeholders, for example the Museum is a partner in the national community dialogue project 



Watermark Australia, which aims to increase water literacy at the grass roots level, and create a 
water charter for Australia (18). 
 
The Visitor Programs 
 
The Water Smart Home program 
of public events brought people 
from a variety of backgrounds 
together for the first time; 
including many visitors who had 
never visited the museum or 
considered it might be a place to 
engage with these topical issues.    
 
The program of events was launched as part of National Water Week in October 2004, and 
continued on into November.  We ran 15 programs that included events such as industry- and 
community-focused forums and presentations, displays of contemporary water-efficient 
appliances and designs, roving theatrical performances, tours of water smart homes, live radio 
broadcast and an ephemeral ice installation.    
 
 
One of the greywater forums organised by the Alternative Technology Association was able to 
use the neutrality of the Museum to exhibit all the EPA approved systems for the first time in 
Australia.  Another outcome of the collaborative process was to bring together a cross-
disciplinary mix of RMIT departments that facilitated exchanges and collaboration between 
these departments for the first time.   
 
The installation of Ice Capsules was one 
of the most experimental events 
presented.  Ten ice capsules, each 
approximately a metre and a half wide 
were installed on the Melbourne 
Museum Plaza by RMIT’s Landscape 
Architecture Department.  The 
installation aimed to make tangible our 
daily water consumption: each capsule 
started out being 350 litres, the average 
amount of water used in Australia per 
person per day (9). 
 
Each ‘capsule’ had shower timers 
embedded in them, and as they melted these became available for people to take away.  Signs 
placed near the installation invited visitors to watch the ice melt and think about how much 
water they use each day  and why we need to protect this precious resource. 
 
For the five days it took to melt, the ice captivated audiences both conceptually and with their 
dazzling beauty. Every person that came along this Plaza, on foot, cycle or skates stopped and 
physically engaged with the ice.  It demanded attention, stimulated exploration, inspired a 
creative range of responses (especially from those who wanted to souvenir the water timers and 
hurry the thaw process), and provoked a range of questions, not the least about the apparent 
waste of water.   The 350 litres of water used in each ice capsule also represents the amount of 
water wasted by a single dripping tap in one week. 



‘Harietta’ roved around the museum entertaining children and 
adults alike with her portable kitchen sink and her own 
particular response to Melbourne’s water crisis.  While school 
children were fascinated by her ambiguous gender, they were 
also totally absorbed with her story and readily joined in with 
her ‘shower power dance’.  Harietta’s natural talent allowed her 
to mix with a range of visitors: she was even able to offer a few 
extra water tips to the Minister for Water, the Hon. John 
Thwaites.  
 
An important element of the program of events was to step 
outside the museum walls and conduct tours of water smart 
homes.  Four houses were opened over two weekends, with the 
householders acting as tour guides.  These tours enabled visitors 
to enter into the stories we had featured elsewhere and to see for 
themselves how water savings were being achieved.  The tours 

provided an informal space to meet other people with similar interests, and the chance to ask 
questions directly from those householders. 
 
Insights from the Water Smart Home project 
 
Sustainability is a journey, not a destination.  So in committing to sustainability projects 
museums are embarking on a path that will continue to be shaped by the dynamic world in 
which we live. It is therefore inevitable that museums will be transformed by their involvement 
in projects that seek societal transformation. The Water Smart Home project has involved a 
number of learning experiences; in particular it has expanded my appreciation and 
understanding of the process of collaboration and the concept of ‘core business’. 
 
A vital tool for museums in the journey towards sustainability is collaborative community 
partnerships.  Water Smart Home engaged with over 50 organisations from community, 
government and industry groups.  Bringing together such a diverse range of groups was made 
possible by the perceived neutrality of the museum.  These collaborative partnerships enriched 

the project with ideas, expertise, resources, and 
opportunities.  They empowered communities by 
giving them the chance to shape outcomes of 
benefit to them. Collaborative community 
partnerships are a primary means of ensuring that 
museums remain relevant to their communities. 
 
It is inevitable that projects with a focus on 
contemporary issues will push new boundaries 
and extend the traditional ‘core business’ of 
museums.  To achieve community benefits some 
projects may need to be conducted beyond the 
walls of the museum within the community.  The 
starting points are often defined outside museums 

by contemporary issues affecting the broader community, rather than from within the 
collections of the museum.  The activities within these new boundaries often involve methods 
like art installations, performance, contemporary collecting, the collection of intangible cultural 
heritage and digital storytelling, all of which extend the traditional role of museums. 
 
It is in the zone between the traditional boundaries of museum practice and the new extended 
boundaries that transformation is occurring.  It is this intersection of openness and even 



discomfort, the space between what we know, and what we don’t know, that the most creative 
opportunities for growth occur.  This is all part of the exciting process of transformation that 
many museums are now exploring.   
 
The Water Smart Home project is just one example of transformative learning. It is found in a 
wide range of museum programs and exhibitions, and is not just found within the fields of 
sustainability.  For example 
 
·  You may have already experienced it in the ‘Ecologic’ exhibition at the Powerhouse 

Museum when you were shocked by the size of your ecological footprint (5) 
·  You will find it at the core of the ‘Echuca Basin Bytes’ project - the first of a series of 

community outreach initiatives which the National Museum of Australia is undertaking in 
collaboration with the Murray-Darling Basin Commission and the University of Tasmania.  
This is empowering young people to tell their stories of Echuca using digital cameras (4) 

·  Transformative learning is fundamental to ‘Kodja Place’, a community museum in Western 
Australia, where indigenous and non-indigenous stories are shared to redefine a sense of 
place and community (7) 

·  The Jewish Museum of Australia has recently opened an transformative exhibition 
‘Intersections: Reading the Space’ – a collaborative exhibition by three women artists 
exploring issues of women and religion from the base of Christianity, Islam and Judaism 
(1), and 

·  Museum Victoria’s Discovery Program which aims to provide access to those people who 
are disadvantaged by age, distance, health and imprisonment.  One component of this 
inspiring program enables prisoners to positively engage and share their own cultural 
identity within the confines of the prison system. (3) 

 
In conclusion, museums have a vital role to play in a time of great uncertainty and change. 
What I would like you to consider is the proposition that transformative learning is not just a 
key tool for museums to engage and transform our community, but it is also a process in which 
museums themselves become transformed. 
 
The feedback from partners in the Water Smart Home project has shown a significant change 
in their perceptions of museums: from an organisation that looks back, to one that is looking 
forward.  The museum is now recognised both as a contributor and participant in fostering a 
sustainable community, by demonstrating leadership in sustainable resource management, and 
by being a facilitator for discussion, creative exploration and reflection on significant 
community issues. In this way we have shown that museums can be a dynamic, relevant and 
contemporary setting for imagining the future. 
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