Tips and suggestions

Here are a few tips and suggestions that came out of our experience.  Depending on your situation, some or all of them might be helpful.  This is in some sort of order from our experience.

1.
Start with an organising committee.  There is a surprising amount of work that may need to be done, so sharing the load is very important.  We have 7 on the committee, but 4-5 is probably the minimum.  Skills or background on water saving issues is not important – the keys to success are some basic organisational skill, some research skills (finding information on the internet – potential government grants for example) and a willingness to try new things are valuable.

2.
Select a specific geographic area.  One of the ideas behind our group was to build a community spirit and a joint focus, which we feel works better if you see people on a regular basis outside of the project.  We selected a single street of 60 occupied houses as a start.  There was some additions with friends from nearby streets wanting to be involved (members of our local book club).  That’s fine, but we suggest being careful, as it can quickly end up too big.

3.
Perhaps decide beforehand how many houses you want involved.  We originally thought we would get 25 houses, but have ended up with 47.  This had some implications – mainly that getting all the audits done took over 2 months (they can do about 15 houses on a good day) and organising times and availability among 47 houses was quite difficult.  A fair few were done in a short time, but the last 8-10 took a while as they had to be done in smaller groups due to other peoples commitments.  One idea may be to start with 20-25 potential houses in a specific area and see how many you get – then expand the geographic area if you want more, or need to make up the numbers.

4.
Prepare a flyer outlining what you want to achieve.  It’s probably important to have a rough plan and timetable to tell people about.  Depends on what you want to do.  Whether it be information nights or water audits, have an idea of when you want to do it.  Feel free to use ours as a template.

5.
Be inclusive.  Don’t exclude various houses because you don’t think they would be interested.  One of our most enthusiastic houses was an elderly retired Greek couple – we thought they may not be interested, but they turned out to be passionate about their vegetable garden and wanted to use rainwater to water it.

Houses that are rented should also be included.  Sometimes, the tenant knows the owner and is willing to approach them to get approval for the audit.  Your group should decide whether they want to negotiate with owners to get water devices installed (where the tenants don’t know the owners).  We decided not to, as we had a lot of houses involved, but with smaller numbers, it is a possible approach (you’d need to find out which agent is renting the property and approach them to get in touch with the owner).

6.
Visit each house personally.  Simply dropping the flyer into a letterbox and hoping they will contact you may not be so successful.  Divide the area among the committee (include houses where you know the people and some that you don’t know for each committee member to visit).  We felt the personal approach was important and successful.

If they are not home, leave the flyer with a note saying you will revisit them at a later time or date.

7.
Get the support of a local plumber or supplier/installer.  They will be able to advise you on what types of things you can do and at what cost.  For a large number of houses, they should be able to give you a discount on water audits and supplies.  There is an organisation called Green Plumbers who are specially trained and accredited for this type of work – but even better if there is a plumber close by and you or some-one in the street has used and recommended.

Large organisations/companies may not give you the service level you require.  We suggest local, smaller organisations or individuals will become more involved in your project.

8.
Decide whether you want to promote yourself or not.  If so, probably the local paper would be the first place to start.  But make sure you have all the things above organised before you talk to them, so you can give them a good story.

9.
Decide if you need to Incorporate.  If you intend to enter into contracts with the plumber as a group, or particularly if you intend to apply for Government grants, you may need to become an Incorporated Association.  We did – the process is easy and the cost is $56 – information from Consumer Affairs or www.consumer.vic.gov.au.

10.
Take it easily and slowly.  It’s surprising how long it takes things to get going and to happen.  Simply getting the original flyer done and agreed to by every-one can take days of backwards and forwards.  We planned to visit every-one over a 2 week period.  While we got most in that time, there were a number of houses that took longer to visit.  Applying for grants and getting support from local business (e.g. quotes) can also take a bit of time.  And plumbers these days may be booked up for weeks in advance, so don’t expect them to be able to fit with your timetable.

11.
Funding.  There are lots of little costs associated with setting up the project – For example, $56 for incorporation, about $20 for a corporation seal, hire of a small venue if you want to have larger meetings.  Our committee largely covered these from our own pockets – but we have has some success in approaching local shops and traders for a small donation.

For printing and photocopying, we would suggest letting your local member of parliament know what you are doing.  We got all our printing and photocopying done at her office for free.

Even with discounts from plumbers or suppliers, installing tanks and the like can still be expensive.  There are schemes that can be used to pay off equipment through your water bill, or special loan schemes for water savings (look at the ecosaver section at www.savewater.com.au for one of these).  There are also State and Federal Government Grants that can offer funding to pay for some of the costs – there’s a bit of work putting the application together, and no guarantee that you will be successful, but reducing the price for members of the group should mean more people will get involved at the purchase and installation end of the project.

12.
Rebates.  Don’t forget that the Government has a number of rebate schemes that will reduce costs.  They will take $30 off each water bill for having water audits done, and up to $1,000 for getting a tank installed and connected to a toilet system.

13.
Keeping people informed on progress is also important – while you and the organising group know what is happening, others don’t, so they may be sitting at home wondering what is happening.  We actually made up a poster and put it in a local shop window where most people walk past.  Otherwise a regular newsletter/flyer keeps up the enthusiasm.

14.
Have fun.  Organising committee meetings go very well with food and wine.  We have also organised a street Christmas party to celebrate the achievements so far.

