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Abstract

Empowering integrative, sustainable and equitable approaches to wicked socio-ecological
problems requires multiple disciplines and ways of knowing. Following calls for greater
attention to political economics in this transdisciplinary work, we offer a practitioner
perspective on political economy and collective action and their influences on our community
engagement practice and public policy. Our perspective is grounded in a pervasive wicked
problem in Australia, invasive rabbits, and the emergence of the Victorian Rabbit Action

Network. The network grew out of a publicly funded research project to support community-
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led action in rabbit management. Victorian residents and workers affected by rabbits — public
and private land managers, scientists, government officers and others — were invited to engage
in a participatory planning process to generate sustainable strategies to address the rabbit
problem. Each stage in the process, which involved interviews, a workshop and consultations,
was designed to nurture the critical enquiry, listening and learning skills of participants,
advance understandings of the problem from multiple perspectives, generate collective options
to guide decision-making, and encourage community-led collective action. We reflect on

our understanding of these processes using the language and lens of political economics and,
in particular, the context of democratic professionalism. In so doing, we define terms and
refer to information resources that have enabled us to bring a practical working knowledge

of political economics to our professional practice. Our intent is to motivate academics,
community members, government officials and scientists alike to draw on their knowledge
and field experiences and to share practice stories through the lens of political economics and
collective action. This is an opportunity to engage each other in the small p’ politics of how we
understand and act on wicked problems, to negotiate and connect across disciplines, practical
experiences and human difference, so that people may work more creatively and effectively
together to address the challenging issues of our time.

Keywords

Community engagement, wicked problems, political economy, collective action, socio-
ecological issues, practice story

Introduction

Empowering integrative, sustainable and equitable approaches to wicked socio-ecological
problems is demanding work, requiring multiple disciplines and ways of knowing, and
complex systems thinking (Brown, Harris & Russell 2010; Schmid 2004; Waltner-Toews, Kay
& Lister 2008). This article supports the call for greater attention to political economics in this
transdisciplinary work (Bardosh 2016). A useful step in this direction is to cultivate a common
language of political economics and foster conversation on its relevance to people’s work on
these problems. To this end, this article offers a practitioner story and perspective on the topic,

grounded in a pervasive wicked problem in Australia: invasive rabbits.

'The perspective draws on the specific example of the Victorian Rabbit Action Network
(VRAN). The emergence of VRAN is described as a pretext to draw out insights on political

economy, collective action and wicked problems, and as they relate to public policy.

The Victorian Rabbit Action Network

'The European rabbit was introduced to Australia in the 1850s for hunting. This invasive
species has since colonised the continent and the hearts and minds of its people (Box

1). Alongside these emotional attachments are ecological and economic impacts; rabbits
threaten over 300 vulnerable native species (Department of the Environment 2016) and cost
agribusinesses more than AUD200 million per year (Gong et al. 2009). These and other factors

make rabbit management a pressing socio-ecological public policy issue in Australia.
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Box 1: Australia’s conflicted socio-political history with the rabbit

When in 1859 Thomas Austin released wild rabbits on his Barwon Park estate to breed
as game for shooting parties, it was in the commercial and cultural spirit of colonialism
and the Acclimatisation Society of Victoria (ASV). Within a decade a rapidly growing
wild rabbit population was raising alarm. The ASV folded, its policies discredited. By 1883
Australia’s colonies had implemented rabbit destruction legislation and a rabbit export
industry had been formed. While farmers and graziers wanted rabbit extermination,
trappers and processors wanted ongoing trade, and trappers, seeking bargaining power
with processors, unionised. Federation in 1901 coincided with droughts and large-scale
environmental degradation, especially in arid lands. Whilst pastoralists blamed rabbits

for the degradation, scientists like Francis Ratcliffe later argued it was overstocking of
sheep. State-sponsored rabbit campaigns burgeoned, serving as an economic stimulus

and bolstering much needed employment in rural communities, but the rabbit plagues
continued. Community awareness of the environmental degradation caused by rabbits
increased through the combined efforts of scientists, pastoralists, government officials and
others. Introduction of the viral diseases myxomatosis in 1950 and rabbit haemorrhagic
disease in 1995 resulted in enormous socio-ecological benefits. These benefits were
curtailed, though, due to lack of follow-up coordinated effort using conventional controls
and the co-evolution of virus virulence and rabbit disease resistance. Following the decline
of one-on-one government agricultural extension services in the 1980s, new institutions
emerged. The collective effort of community-led Landcare groups and regional catchment
management authorities for instance now complement the work of individual land
managers. Whilst the socio-political context has changed dramatically over time, the

rabbits remain a costly, wicked socio-ecological problem.

(Sources: Coman 2010; Cooke 2014; Eather and Cottle 2015; Munday 2017; Watson
2014)

An ongoing challenge is to develop sustainable landscape-scale management strategies that
have community support (Campbell 1997; Cooke 2012; Martin et al. 2016). In response, a
publicly funded research project to support community-led action in rabbit management (the
‘rabbit project’) led to the creation of the Victorian Rabbit Action Network (Adams 2014).

The rabbit project applied a ‘systems-strengthening, democratic, participatory approach’
to developing rabbit management options for Victoria (Adams 2014). Underpinning the
approach was the hypothesis that sustainable strategies are those created by the people
most affected (Chambers & Conway 1992; Kemmis & McKinney 2011). Thus, Victorian
residents and workers affected by rabbits — public and private land managers, scientists,
government officers and others — were invited to engage in a participatory planning process,
which included one-on-one interviews, a workshop and follow-up consultations. Each stage
was designed to nurture critical enquiry and listening and learning skills of participants,
advance understandings of the problem from a range of perspectives, acknowledge and engage
difference and tension, generate collective options to guide future decision-making, and
encourage community-led collective action (Curato, Niemeyer & Dryzek 2013; Mathews
2014).

'The process used to identify interviewees was purposive: care was taken to seek out diverse
groups, interests and experiences. A first-person narrative of interview extracts informed a
subsequent workshop with interviewees. The narratives helped participants identify their

common passions and concerns, the sheer complexity of the problem, the location-specific

Gateways: International Journal of Community Research and Engagement, Vol. 12, No. 1, May

2019



UuTs
ePRESS

4

PAGE NUMBER NOT FOR
CITATION PURPOSES

Adams, Alter, Parkes, Reid, Woolnough

nature of solutions and the critical role of coordination in long-term landscape-scale change
(Black 2008; Peters, Alter & Shaffer 2010). Workshop participants then considered what
types of interventions could help people to better plan, coordinate and evaluate their actions

to manage rabbits. These ideas were further developed using complex systems and rich picture
maps (Monk & Howard 1998).

'The overall process led to the creation of the Victorian Rabbit Action Network and an
associated skills-based steering group (VRAN 2018a). The steering group worked with experts
from the community, government and industry to implement a field-based training program
in rabbit management. Program participants then elected to create their own learning network,
which they named ‘Leaps and Bounds’. Leaps and Bounds’ members have since initiated
networks and action plans in their own locales. In this way, VRAN is supporting a network
of networks that connect local and expert knowledge and know-how to on-ground action.
VRAN impacts and benefits can be understood through the ecological restoration example
(Box 2), a series of video stories (VRAN 2018b), a formative evaluation (Furze 2016) and an
impact analysis (Acil Allen Consulting 2017).

Box 2: How VRAN empowers collective action in Victoria’s rangelands

The Mallee rangelands in northwest Victoria have been degraded by a 150-year history
of grazing pressure from livestock, rabbits and kangaroos (Sandell 2011). For over 25
years, land managers, government officials, scientists, pest contractors and others have
worked together on a restoration ecology project to remediate the degradation. Ned’s
Corner Station, Victoria’s largest, privately owned conservation property covers over

30 000 hectares of the project area. The removal of rabbits from the station and direct
seeding and planting of more than 60 000 trees have led to the re-emergence of rare
native plant species and grasses (Sandell 2011; VRAN 2018c). Through membership of
Leaps and Bounds, the station manager has had access to the vast pool of knowledge,

ideas, inspiration and support that comes from being connected to a wider community.

Insights Regarding Political Economy and Collective Action

We bring a practitioner perspective to understandings of political economy and its relevance
to collective action on wicked socio-ecological problems. For us, political economics concerns
human relationships and interdependence, and how formal rules (e.g. law and regulation) and
informal rules (e.g. associated with cultural, organisational and behavioural norms) advantage
some interests and disadvantage other interests. Our interest is to understand the impacts of
these rules and how they manifest, and in turn the dynamics that lead to change in the rules
themselves and change in the resultant distribution of impacts (Ostrom 1990; Schmid 2004;
Waltner-Toews 2008). Selected terms are defined to aid understanding, provoke thinking and

encourage others to share practice stories.

Before turning to the VRAN story, we note the role of rabbits as powerful agents in
Australia’s socio-political and economic history and how this has manifest over time (Box
1). This history highlights the importance of how formal and informal societal rules shape
individual, group, organisation and community outcomes. During the early period of

European settlement, dominant commercial and cultural interests drove how rabbits were
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seen and utilised. Later on, the power of the rabbit industry influenced economic policy
affecting rabbits and their perceived utility. Ongoing alarm concerning the production losses
and environmental degradation caused by rabbits shifted the science, policy and on-ground
management focus towards biocontrol measures. These socio-political and economic forces
have shaped perspectives on rabbits and rabbit management in Australia.

VRAN is the product of diverse actors who together identified rabbit management as a
wicked problem requiring collective action (for further details, see Adams 2014). The defining
feature of wicked problems is that people and groups understand and define these problems in
different ways and as part of broader socio-ecological issues and concerns (Rittel & Webber
1973).'The problems and possible solutions are complex, uncertain, socially and politically
contested, and change over time. We observed that the collective action to identify the features
of the wicked rabbit management problem in Victoria motivated action, which gave effect
to creative, new ways to connect knowledge and know-how to on-ground action. Systems

thinking and acting beyond self-interest were evident.

Public policy responses to wicked problems involve authoritative, competitive and
collaborative strategies. Power is dispersed differently among stakeholders under each strategy
(APSC 2007). Power refers to having capacity to exercise an opportunity in your opportunity
set, the ability to visit costs upon others, and the ability to have your interests count (Schmid
2004). Collaborative strategies, such as those used by the rabbit project and VRAN, place win—
win at the core of problem solving and are favoured when sustainable individual and collective
behaviour change is desired.

Politics and power relationships affect the policies and programs adopted and implemented
under any type of strategy. These instruments in turn determine whose interests are best
served. This distribution of advantages and disadvantages reflects the political economy of the
rabbit problem. For instance, framing the rabbit problem as an agricultural economics issue at
the national level may limit landscape scale change on private and public land due to economic
and financial influences on mindsets and investment flows (Cooke 2012), particularly when a
community may be motivated by conservation outcomes (e.g. Kearney et al. 2018) rather than
economics. VRAN empowers alternative narratives grounded in experience in a locale. These
narratives, emphasising environmental quality, landholder collaboration and learning, and
community—government shared responsibility, influence the rules and cultural expectations
governing behaviour and what and who is advantaged or disadvantaged in the locale (Ostrom
2009, 2010). In the rabbit project and VRAN, ecological restoration and strengthening
citizen commitment and community partnerships, for example, can sit comfortably alongside

agricultural economics as dominant narratives.

Politics is ubiquitous in the context of wicked problems requiring collective action. Small
‘p politics refers to citizen-centred democratic politics (Boyte 2004). Power plays are also
ubiquitous because different interests naturally strive for advantage. Power play refers to
behaviour or tactics intended to increase a person’s or group’s influence or power (Schmid
2004). Alongside a rich history of politics in rabbit management (Coman 2010; Munday
2017), power plays were evident in the rabbit project; for example, connected to a suggestion
to promote a single graphic representation of the ‘rabbit management system’in Victoria.
This suggestion was at odds with the rich, complex picture maps generated by the workshop
participants. This political tension was connected in part to a desire to offer a single lens for
determining decisions and action at the state level, whereas from differing local perspectives
the rabbit management system was not a singular, unified system. In effect, there were multiple
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systems depending on whose perspectives, interests and narratives were being shared or

considered.

Being mindful of these dynamics and drawing on principles of the politics of citizen
engagement and associated empirical evidence (Campbell 1997; Chambers & Conway 1992;
Curato, Niemeyer & Dryzek 2013; Kettering Foundation 2016; Ostrom 1990), the rabbit
project assumed that an open invitation to participate would advance recognition of the
need for collective action and tap into people’s desire to effect change. It also assumed that
widespread ownership of a collective action strategy would most likely arise when all parties
with fundamental and differing interests in the problem participated in discussions about their
differences and possible solutions. The rabbit project and VRAN embodied these politics of
citizen engagement: citizens embracing small ‘p’ politics to understand a complex problem,

apply critical thinking, negotiate difference, and reach collective agreement on future actions.

Responses to wicked problems require imagination and integration of many types of
knowledge (Brown, Harris & Russell 2010; Hallstrom, Guelstorf & Parkes 2015). In
practice, integration requires openness to learning from others as well as sharing of tasks
and authority: a ‘democratic professionalism’ (Dzur 2008,2017,2019). The integration of
local knowledge into socio-ecological strategies may challenge established hierarchies that
prioritise government and formal scientific expertise (Boyte 2004; Fischer 2000). The rabbit
project sought out local knowledge to ensure the creation of a joint solution, the Victorian
Rabbit Action Network (Adams 2014). VRAN is thus grounded in the experience of people
at the frontline of rabbit management, with scientific and government expertise regarded as
‘on tap not on top’ (Boyte 2016). This approach fosters respectful relationships, reciprocity,
critical thinking, learning and accountability, and in ways that empower everyone involved
(for empirical evidence we look to Brugnach et al. 2010; Curato, Niemeyer & Dryzek 2013;
Matthews 2014).

'The rabbit project sought to create a safe space for people to realise the transformative poten-
tial of engaging difterence, individual and social learning, collaboration and collective action.
Gaventa (2006, p. 26) provides a useful analysis of power in participatory spaces: ‘Power rela-
tions help to shape the boundaries of participatory spaces, what is possible within them, and
who may enter’. The spaces are dynamic; change agents can build horizontal alliances that link
strategies across spaces and vertical links between actions at different levels (Gaventa 2006;
Parkes 2015). Transformation occurs when the power gained in one space (e.g. through new
knowledge or skills) positively influences other spaces, and when change happens at both the
grassroots and global levels. Transformation is evident in the new networks formed to create
landscape-scale change.

Path dependence is present when the path of change is heavily influenced by past changes
(Schmid 2004). Path dependence and habitual thinking are barriers to change, creativity and
effective community-led action. They preference habit and history over the creative potential
embedded in the dynamic web of interpersonal, socio-political and cultural relationships
that underpin communities (Matthews 2014). Our experiences in the rabbit project suggest
that participatory planning (co-creation) and policy development linked to social learning
(learning as strategy) can address path dependence. For example, the Leaps and Bounds
network originated from VRAN members. Leaps and Bounds’ policies accommodate local
visions, contexts, issues and insights, and mechanisms to integrate knowledge acquired through
collective trial and error (Taleb 2012). On the one hand, community-led plans that evolve
in response to on-the-ground learning may challenge government agencies with command-

and-control mentalities and accountability systems that are distant from what success might
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look like in communities. On the other hand, policy-makers can take the wrong kinds of
risks when they do not have to experience the setbacks of policy failure on wicked problems
in communities. Taleb (2012) describes this potential inequity in terms of fairness in the
dispersion of risk. An opportunity for future research on co-creation and learning as strategy
is to uncover ways around these potential organisational challenges to create more effective
responses to wicked problems (see Allen 2016; Hermans, Klerkx & Roep 2015; Patrizi et al.
2013).

Narratives and stories help us frame what we see as possible. For instance, path dependent
narratives limit our individual and collective ability to see new ways forward. Reframing
the narrative, on the other hand, opens up new possibilities for change. Stories can also
help people negotiate complexity, uncertainty, and moral and cultural differences (Black
2008; Brugnach et al. 2010; Howard et al. 2019). The rabbit project used narrative and rich
picture maps to inform workshop discussion and expand individual and collective participant

imagination and understandings of problems and solutions.

Collective action emerges over time and through dialogue as interest holders work together
to navigate the power dynamics and everyday politics inherent in wicked problems. The work
of the rabbit project, VRAN and Leaps and Bounds suggests that people’s passions, desires,
stories, concerns, experiences, commonalities and differences can be harnessed to generate
creative solutions and action. The rabbit project experience validates our belief that people can
indeed find ways to work better together (Brown & Harris 2014; Mathews 2014; Ostrom
2009; Peters, Alter & Shaffer 2010).

'The formation, functioning and ongoing emergence of the rabbit project in Victoria and
VRAN are grounded in a range of insights regarding political economy and collective action.
While often overlooked, these insights can help transform current approaches to wicked

socio-ecological problems.

For us, a central organising idea reflected in these insights is the notion of democratic
professionalism. What distinguishes the democratic professionals in our schools, universities,
hospitals, prisons, courts, government agencies and other traditional fields? They are the
reform-minded innovators and collaborators who see citizens as having a stake in public
decisions affecting individuals and groups; who share authority and knowledge; who act as
enabling intermediaries between citizens and institutions; and who share experience, expertise
and power in naming, framing and acting on important issues (Dzur 2008, 2017, 2019). Their
slow-burn, load-bearing work, as described and evidenced by Dzur, shifts power balances
mediated usually by tradition, funding agendas, technology and other means, thus changing
social and organisational cultures to be more participatory and democratic. Democratic
professionals’ professional practices and personal lives respect and bring others into decision-
making processes in democratic ways.

An Invitation

We invite others, academics, community members, government officials and scientists alike,

to draw on their knowledge and field experiences and to share practice stories through the
lens of political economics and collective action. As with the rabbit project, the opportunity

is to engage each other in small ‘p’ politics of how we understand, address and act on wicked
problems; to negotiate and connect across disciplines, practical experiences and difference, so
that people may work more creatively and effectively together to address the challenging issues

of our time.
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