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Overview

Byron Region Community College was funded by 
the NSW Department of Education and Training 
(DET) to undertake research and trial new material 
on sustainability for the Retail and Horticulture 
Training Packages.

This project supports DET’s Green Skills Strategy, 
the aims of which are to:

•  Increase the availability of training that allows 

business to respond to environmental 
pressures, develop green strategies and take 
advantage of green market opportunities

•  Increase the take-up of training and upgrade 

green skills

Our initial intention was to research and trial 
training at Certificate II and III level. However, 
feedback from our industry stakeholders in the 
research phase and from participants during the 
trials caused our focus to shift towards Certificates 
III and IV level training.

Early in the project we decided to integrate our two 
pilot projects – in retail and horticulture – as 
closely as possible by focussing on the high 
priority areas of food production and food retailing.  
While two working groups conducted separate 
trials in the two subject areas, there was 
considerable overlap in the working groups’ 
personnel and in the research phase.

Through our research and industry stakeholder 
consultations we identified a food retail and 
wholesale business in our region – Santos Trading 
Pty Ltd – that is achieving benchmark-setting 
outcomes in sustainability transition.  We made the 
judgement that a closer examination of this 
business’ operations would be a priority for our 
project as its experience represents a somewhat 
unique working model for the sector.  As a result, 
the Santos Ethics Co-ordinator joined our project 
team and several employees from Santos 
participated in the retail trial.

Methodology

The project was conducted as a collaborative 
action research project that involved a number of 
stages and drew on a wide range of primary and 
secondary sources.

Our methodology was as follows:

1. Project Team

We formed a core project team consisting of the 
project co-ordinator, Katrina Shields, and Bec 
Talbot who is involved in both the horticulture and 
retail industries. Our Certificate III Retail trainer, 
Susan Germein joined them to form the retail trial 
sub-group and our Certificate III Horticulture 
trainer Lisa Barnes, for the horticulture trial sub-
group. The College Director, Richard Vinycomb, 
was responsible for project overview and 
supervision, the setting of parameters and the 

Section 1: Project Overview

“To understand the green skills we need now and into the future, we need to have 

some idea of what employment in a sustainable Australia will look like. Sustainability 

will become central to business strategy. Integrating sustainability into all aspects of 

their business – into the products they make, into their operations and processes, 

and into their accounting practices, they will increasingly demand green skills and 

knowledge. Are we up to it? As and education and training community can we do it?”

Sharan Burrow, ACTU President, media statement 4 March 2009
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selection of industry representatives. The project 
team’s post trial reflections and report writing was 
aided by Industry Reference Group member 
Kenneth McLeod.

2. Industry Reference Group

The project team convened a local Industry 
Reference Group (IRG) of nineteen members to 
assist in the gathering of information, industry 
contacts and advice to keep the project grounded 
in industry realities. The IRG consisted of people 
involved in the local retail and horticulture 
industries, plus experts in sustainability [see 
Appendix 1].

3. Research and Information Gathering

The research and information gathering phase 
of the project consisted of several concurrent 
streams of inquiry:

•  We undertook qualitative interviews with the 

IRG members, both in their workplaces and by 
phone, and with other industry stakeholders 
suggested by IRG members

•  Project team members attended several 

industry related forums in retail and 
horticulture/agriculture for networking 
opportunities and to discuss sustainability 
training issues with additional industry 
stakeholders [see Appendix 1]

•  We liaised with personnel in relevant Industry 

Skills Councils to obtain information on ISC 
positions on sustainability

•  We conducted extensive desk research using 

published materials and the Internet to survey 
other initiatives in sustainability training in the 
retail and horticulture/agriculture sectors and to 
review available teaching and learning 
resources

•  Our retail and horticulture trainers reviewed the 

Certificate III units they teach, plus other 
relevant units they don’t currently teach, to 
assess what changes to content and delivery 
they consider necessary to more adequately 
address sustainability issues. They also 
reviewed other training packages that might 
include relevant units [see Appendices 4 and 7].

• Throughout the research phase the project 

team met to reflect on such questions as:

What feedback are we getting?

What leads are worth following?

What principles are emerging?

What are the implications for the design 
and delivery of training?

•  This iterative workshopping process sometimes 

seemed slow but helped the team keep alert to 
emerging learnings, continuously refocus its 
work, and ensure that all team members shared 
an evolving understanding of what sustainable 
practice might mean in each industry.

•  To focus our learnings and collective thinking the 

team developed some principles of sustainable 
retailing and sustainable horticulture and used 
these as a framework for designing the trial 
training. We asked for feedback on the 
applicability of these principles from the IRG 
members and others, and redrafted them 
several times until we achieved general 
agreement within the project team on their 
suitability.

4. Our Mental Models

As a result of our interviews and research, we 
were challenged to apply a more systemic 
approach to learning for sustainability - one that 
puts the emphasis on a transformative, rather than 
transmissive, teaching approach that was highly 
participative. We also saw the need to distinguish 
between weak sustainability, that gives equal 
weight to economic, social and environmental 
considerations (usually applied with the economic 
dimension being dominant and non negotiable), 
and a strong sustainability model that sees the 
economy and society as constrained by, and totally 
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dependent on, the environmental constraints.  

We also were influenced by feedback from our 
reference group members who emphasised the 
need to equip students with an understanding of 
sustainability that starts with the big picture. This 
would mean developing understanding of 
fundamental principles and putting emphasis on 
the relationships between things; rather than just 
teaching them to comply with mandated standards 
or how to make some environmental 
improvements. An exploration of these ideas and 
why we think they are important, can be found in 
Appendix 2.

5. The Retail Trial

The retail sub-group designed a course in 
sustainable practices in retail with particular 
emphasis on the food retailing sector. The group 
decided to trial material that could be the basis of 
new unit(s) rather than adapting existing units.  
The trial consisted of four sessions conducted on 
Saturdays between 8th August and 12th 
September 2009.  It incorporated field trips to a 
best practice food retail business and a newspaper 
that had implemented energy efficient measures.

Fourteen participants were recruited from local 
retailers (both owner operators and employees), 
previous Retail Certificate III students and some 
community members with a strong interest in 
sustainable food issues.

5. The Horticulture Trial

The horticulture sub-group designed a sustainable 
horticulture course run over two weekday evenings 
and one full Saturday field trip from 17th-24th 
September, 2009.  Its emphasis was on the links 
between testing for and building soil health, plant 
nutrition and enhancing pest resistance and 
related to three Certificate III units. The field trip 
was conducted at an organic market garden and 
involved practical soil testing and compost 
building.

Thirteen participants were recruited from local 
grower’s networks, ads in a local paper and word 
of mouth.

6. Evaluation

Evaluation of the trials was undertaken by group 
reflection and discussion at each session, 
participant feedback sheets, and post-delivery 
review and reflection by the trainers with the 
project team. Some participants provided 
additional written reflections after the trials.

7. Report

This report was compiled by the core project team, 
augmented by a member of the IRG.  The retail 
project was more extensively documented than 
horticulture, though much of the discussion in 
Section 2 on the retail project is also relevant to 
the horticulture project reported in Section 3. 
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Research and Information Gathering

1. Stakeholder Interviews

During the project’s research and information 
gathering phase the project team conducted 
interviews with members of our Industry Reference 
Group (IRG) and other industry stakeholders.  This 
process continued right through the retail trial.

The questions that were asked were:

•  What are you currently doing to improve the 

sustainability practices of your business? What 
is working well for you? What isn’t?

•  What do you see as the priorities for food 

retailers in terms of putting sustainability 
principles into practice?

•  How could training help to strengthen 

sustainability practices in your business?

•  How, for example, could training change 

people’s mindsets around sustainability?

•  What sustainability practices are changing [in 

your business / in your industry?] and which are 
not?

•  Where are you ‘stuck’ with implementing 

sustainability?

•  Who or what is your inspiration for all this? Who, 

in your opinion, is doing best practice?

•  What have you thought you’d like to do but 

haven’t been able to? What are the barriers?

•  What are the education/training issues 

embedded in that?

We began our interviews with the intention of 
gathering input from a range of retailers, from 
those making a serious effort to integrate 
sustainability thinking and practices into their 
business model to those doing very little.  
However, the retailers we talked to who had done 
little or nothing in a sustainability direction were 
not particularly illuminating and tended to be 
vague about what actual barriers they had 
encountered.  We therefore decided our time 
would be better spent finding out more from those 
who could articulate their practical experience, 
both good and bad, and so focussed on 
businesses aiming for best practice or at least 
significantly better practice.

The following points summarise the feedback we 
got from the interviews and discussions with 
industry stakeholders including participants in the 
trial.

2. Industry Trends

Some relevant trends in the food retail industry 
mentioned by our informants were:

•  There is a steadily growing proportion of better 

informed customers with higher expectations for 
sustainability standards of the products they buy.

•  The proliferation of green product claims offers 

greater choice but requires more careful scrutiny 
by both the retailer and the customer.

Section 2: Retail Trial

“Skills policy cannot focus merely on the development of green jobs; 

sustainability principles will need to be diffused throughout all sectors of 

the economy that influence greenhouse emissions” 

NSW Department of Education and Training Greenskills in VET.p22

GGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrreeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeennnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn TTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTThhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuummmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbssssssssssssssssssssssssssss &&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&& GGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrreeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeennnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn GGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooddddddddddddddddddddddddddsssssssssssssssssssssssGreen Thumbs & Green Goods
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•  Growth of the LOHAS demographic (Lifestyles 

of Health and Sustainability) – "a marketplace 
for goods and services that appeal to 
consumers who value health, the environment, 
social justice, personal development and 
sustainable living" LOHAS Journal

•  Relocalisation of products and services in 

response to sustainability concerns, energy 
costs, etc.  More businesses are making this a 
selling point and others are doing it anyway.

•  More employees are willing to “push the 

envelope” on sustainability which can present 
challenges for management.

•  Pressure from customers for improved labelling 

standards, such as information on origin, food 
miles, carbon footprint etc.

3. Emerging Industry Action Priorities

Observations about priorities for improving 
sustainability practices in the retail sector:

•  Start from where you are and proceed step-by-

step to avoid the dangers of over-reach and 
overwhelm.

•  Clear goals, consistency and momentum are 

important success factors – keep moving, don’t 
do a few things then stop.

•  Establish transparent and viable pathways for 

improvement – planning, goal setting, building 
commitment and celebrating successes.

•  Highlight the link between environmental 

sustainability, social equity, and resilient 
communities.

•  Attention to procurement policies – develop 

value chain partnerships to facilitate sustainable 
and ethical procurement and to share the 

learning.

•  Encourage an ethic of sustainability within the 

business – green cleaning, recycling, energy 
and water conservation.

•  Make use of the sustainability knowledge and 

skills within the local community for advice and 
support.

•  The need to preference renewable resources 

and establish a values base within their 
business to support this.

•  Packaging and all aspects of waste 

management – the reduction and where 
possible the elimination of waste.

4. Barriers and Assumptions

Several of our interviewees mentioned barriers 

they have encountered in pursuing sustainability 

improvements:

•  Translating policy decisions into employee buy-

in can be difficult – without the staff on board, 

policy can be irrelevant.

•  Often hard to implement necessary on-the-job 

training, particularly in small businesses.

•  Insufficient front line manager understanding or 

support for sustainability practices can result in 

a lack of employee support and discouragement 

of employee initiatives.

•  The time and skills needed to properly research 

more sustainable products and practices and to 

verify ‘green’ claims.  The ‘obvious’ is not 

necessarily the best.

•  Difficulty in maintaining accurate, up-to-date and 

informative product labelling unless all staff 

members are trained and willing.  Requires 

continuous attention.

•  Sometimes hard to adequately value employee 

input and voluntary initiatives within the 

constraints of business viability.

From the interviews and other research, we 
identified some assumptions that often underlie 
current practice in the retail sector and represent 
significant impediments to progress on 
sustainability: 

•  That consumers are motivated by price/quality/

feature considerations only

“Employees, consumers, suppliers and 

clients will all demand better corporate 

responsibility performances from 

companies, who will respond by 

instigating environmental initiatives to 

enhance their positioning with these 

various audiences”

Retail and Consumer Outlook Australia 2007, Changes in 
Play, 3 Annual Edition, Price Waterhouse Coopers
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•  That retailers cannot influence suppliers ethics 

or practices

•  That plastic bags are necessary and the public 

could not cope without them

•  That green products are always more expensive 

and most people don’t want to pay for them

•  That current levels of packaging are necessary 

to make products safe and attractive and these 
practices cannot be influenced by retailers

•  That employees lower in the hierarchy cannot 

influence higher-up decisions and policies

5. Engaging Stakeholders

Some of the experience reported of engaging 
stakeholders with sustainability included:

Employees

•  Make demonstrated commitment to 

sustainability a criterion for hiring, particularly for 
employees in supervisory positions.  
Sustainability practices should be written into 
job descriptions.

•  Include the business’ sustainability policy and 

practices in employee induction.  Show the 
systems already in place.

•  Keep staff up-to-date with new policies and 

practices in the business and those of 
sustainability leaders in the industry.

•  Provide opportunities for staff to become more 

informed about sustainability issues in general.  
Make resources available for them to learn 
more.

•  Create opportunities for regular staff feedback 

on what’s working, what’s not, and emerging 
opportunities.  Have meetings to discuss 
sustainability issues and encourage staff led 
solutions.  Involve all staff members in planning 
and implementing improvements and reward 
initiatives.

•  Engage staff in triple bottom line accounting 

processes.  What do WE need to achieve to be 
a socially responsible business?  Are WE 
achieving our environmental, social and 
economic benchmarks?  How did this year 
compare to last?

•  Implement competitions between branches e.g. 

reduction in power usage or waste reduction or 
less plastic bag use, etc.  Introduce staff awards 
that relate to sustainable practices.  Give staff 
some freedom to pursue their pet concerns e.g. 

eliminating plastic bags.

•  Allow staff some paid time to be involved in 

other sustainability initiatives, for example tree 
planting days.

•  Encourage communication on enjoyment of their 

role.  Managers should lead by example.

Customers

•  Communicate to customers about the business’ 

sustainability initiatives, goals and outcomes.

•  Use signs to communicate the sustainability 

credentials of products.  Tell the product story, 
e.g. who made it and where they are.  Highlight 
local suppliers.

•  Tell customers why you have ceased stocking a 

certain product.

•  Survey customers about their concerns.  Give 

feedback on their responses and act on their 
concerns.

•  Use the Internet to tell your stories – both 

successes and challenges.  Utilise social 
networking sites.

•  Use loyalty cards and discounts to encourage 

green shopping.

•  Laminate and display the best articles on 

sustainability issues.

•  Display information about community projects, 

campaigns, petitions, etc, on sustainability 
issues most relevant to your store and 
encourage customers to care and act.  Sponsor 
green events and encourage customers to 
participate.  Provide opportunities for customers 
to donate to causes e.g. labelled coin jars on 
counter.

•  Show optimism!

e • Greenskills Research Project • 2009 PAGE 11
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Suppliers

•  Talk to suppliers about your concerns about the 

sustainability of their products.  Explain why it is 
important to you and ask what measures they 
can put in place to meet your needs.

•  Be clear about the criteria products you need to 

meet, write them down, develop a policy and 
make this available in written form for suppliers 
to refer back to.  Support suppliers who are 
meeting your criteria and those that are working 
to do so.

•  Create a system where products can be 

assessed against these criteria.  Allocate time 
for staff to ensure products are meeting the 
criteria.

•  Give product companies/producers positive and 

negative feedback on their products.  Pass on 
customer concerns and feedback.  Reinforce 
your needs by sending back products that don't 
meet your sustainability standards.

•  Encourage product companies to communicate 

the sustainability merits on their packaging or 
directly on their product e.g. GM free.

•  Pass on information, resources and links about 

issues relevant to your suppliers and encourage 
them to share product information with you.

•  Encourage suppliers, whatever stage they are 

at, to take the next step.  Keep raising the bar.

Managers 

•  Educate managers on sustainability issues and 

their relevance to the business.  Tell them about 
other businesses already taking action.

•  Present the business case for sustainability.  Is 

it financially viable?  What are the benefits?

•  Make it easy for managers.  Do the research 

first and ask them to take ownership of the 
project.

•  Let the managers take the credit and 

acknowledge their achievements.  Nominate 
those achieving your goals for sustainability 
awards to motivate them more.  Communicate 
your passion and concern for key issues.

6. Training Implications

While it may be unrealistic to expect every 
employee in the retail context to be a 
“sustainability expert”, some of the desirable 
capabilities of the retail team in a business with a 
substantial sustainability commitment would 
include:

•  A holistic understanding of sustainability; that it 

is a journey not a destination; its relationship to 
social equity and community resilience, and; its 
relevance to the industry and business they are 
part of

•  An understanding of the business’ sustainability 

policies and practices

•  An understanding of the concept of triple bottom 

line accounting and an ability to participate in its 
implementation

•  An understanding of the relevance of 

sustainability practices to building the business’ 
brand value

•  An ability to research and understand product 

information and labelling, and analyse and 
verify product claims

•  An ability to communicate the business’ 

sustainability goals to suppliers and customers 
and be able to explain the benefits to them

•  An ability to inform and educate the customer 

and encourage ethical consumption (without 
preaching)

•  Good team communication, participation and 

collaboration skills

•  Front line managers must be able to motivate 

employee’s active engagement in the 
sustainability transition
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The Sustainable Retailing Trial

The retail trainer of Retail Certificate III at Byron 

Region Community College undertook a 

preliminary review of these units.  This involved, 

first, a broad brushstroke look at which content 

areas could benefit from an injection of 

sustainability principles.  One unit – SIRXLS004A 

Build Relationships with Customers – was then 

selected for more in-depth scrutiny.  This review 

addressed what additional content might be 

required, and estimated levels of rewriting needed 

from minor adjustment of its content or the way it 

is written to a substantial rewrite (See Appendix 

3).  Our conclusion was that even with the 

adaptation of the units there was a need for an 

introductory unit that set up the understanding of 

the principles of sustainability in retailing.

Sustainable Retailing Principles

From our stakeholder interviews and research, the project team developed its own table of sustainable 
retailing principles.  This was used as a reference framework for designing the pilot program.

TABLE 1
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The project team considered the option of 
adapting the Guideline Competency Standards for 
Sustainability to the retail context.  The most 
relevant units seemed to be in the Business 
Services Training Package: BSBSUS201A and 
BSBSUS301A – Participate in and Implement 
Sustainable Work Practices respectively or 
BSBSUS501A Develop Workplace Policy and 
Procedures for Sustainability.  Our interpretation 
was that these units did not have as wide a scope 
to address all our Sustainable Retailing Principles 
in the way we wanted to (but this needs further 
investigation – see Section 4).

Our team therefore decided to develop and trial 
original material that could provide the basis for a 
new unit in the Retail Training Package at the 
Certificate III/IV level.

Trial participants were drawn from local retailers - 
both owner operators and employees, previous 
Retail Certificate III students, a few participants in 
the process of setting up their own small eco-
oriented businesses, a job seeker in the retail 
industry and a community activist involved in 
retailing issues.  In all, there were fourteen 
participants.

Word of mouth and networking proved the most 
effective ways of recruiting participants, though we 
did place an advertisement in a local paper.  We 

also approached a local IGA supermarket and a 
‘green’ branded local fruit barn type retailer but 
they were unable to send staff to the trial.

Based on our industry consultations, research and 
Sustainable Retailing Principles, the project team 
developed a trial course of 16 hours in four 
sessions of equal duration.  The session topics 
were:

•  Sustainability Thinking and Principles

•  Eco Business Practices

•  Sustainable Sourcing

•  Green Marketing and Customer Engagement

Learning activities included:

•  Powerpoint presentations

•  Expert guest speakers

•  Case studies

•  Video clips

•  Brainstorming

•  Small group work; and

•  A lot of participatory discussion

TABLE 2

Pilot Program Outline
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Our aim was to facilitate transformative rather 
than transmissive learning and keep students 
relating content to their own retailing context and 
experience.

Due to the non-accredited nature of the trial it was 
not considered relevant to include structured 
assessment tasks.  These could be developed in 
a future Green Skills project.

For more details of these sessions and supporting 
resources, including PowerPoint presentation 
thumbnails, see Appendix 3.

Evaluation and Reflection

Fourteen participants engaged with the 
workshops.  Some missed one session, and one 
participant didn’t come back after the first session 
(the job seeker).

Feedback from the course participants was very 
positive.  Though a majority of the group already 
had a high degree of eco-literacy and 
commitment, they reported high satisfaction with 
the opportunity to get a bigger picture on 
sustainability in their industry, gain inspiration, 
have access to resources and engage in the very 
lively discussions.

A number of the participants mentioned that it was 
very affirming and motivating to engage with 
others and use the material presented, even if 
they were already doing a lot.  There was also 
appreciation of the mix of activities, with the power 
point presentations as frameworks for the ideas.  
The five presenters and their methods got very 
favourable feedback.

“The Story of Stuff” video got a particular mention 
as being very powerful.  The opportunity to 
engage in discussions and critically reflect on 
general practice in the retail industry was rated 
highly by nearly all participants on the evaluation 
forms.

Some of the written comments on the evaluation 
sheets about the overall value of the course are 
worth quoting:

•  “This is an important aspect of retailing and 

should be compulsory in any retailing course” 
Michelle Higgins

•  “Invaluable, foundational information and ideas 

to get us into a future that continues positively 

beyond our own lives…” Mario Castillo

•  “Although there may have been a bit of 

preaching to the converted here … this course 

would be a real eye opener for those who have 

not considered these things before” Verity Harris

•  “This course is a very valuable resource for 

people involved in retail.  We live in a consumer 

society and it is very important that people 

involved in all aspects are aware of the 

consequences and processes of production and 

all parts of the life cycle” Nick Inlay

•  “Even though our shop is seen as a good 

model, it definitely inspired me to implement 

more changes at Santos and I see the need for 

educating staff and customers more” Evelyn 
Vandera

•  “What came home to me was how important it 

was to research what suppliers tell you and not 

just accept it.  The interaction was a very good 

way to expand the ideas” Leila Sinclair

•  “As a small shop owner the ability to conduct my 

own simple carbon footprint audit and also 

waste audit was very good” Paul Maderos

There was a move by the group to create an email 
network for people who would like to stay in touch 
and informed about sustainability developments in 
the retail sector.  They also all subscribed to the 
sustainability@byron e-list that keeps people in 
touch with local initiatives and opportunities, 
including further training offers.

1.  Successes

•  Collaborative practice in applying 

transformative learning strategies

The trial was successful for the facilitators in 

enabling them to develop, then test in action, their 

own principles of sustainability and to experience 

the opportunities and difficulties of a 

transformative learning approach in this context.  

As noted in a recent Victorian report on 

sustainability training “There remains widespread 

and significant levels of uncertainty about how to 
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creatively integrate information with process, to 

achieve collaborative transformative actions and 

outcomes” (The Guide Beside: Key Principles for 

Effective Collaborative and Transformative Style 

Sustainability Training http://www.vaee.vic.edu.au/

guidebeside/about.htm)

If the degree of animated discussion and sharing 

of stories and examples could be considered an 

indicator of transformative learning, the trial 

scored well.

The three people in the retail working group 

worked well as a team and the action research 

process proved a valuable tool for building shared 

knowledge.  We brought different strengths and 

experience of industry, VET and non-VET training, 

and sustainability to the project.

•  Localisation of resources

In the spirit of sustainability, we were able to 

access and mobilise local experts and 

practitioners, both as go-to people, as case 

studies and as participants.  So although the 

profile of our participants presented a problem 

(see below) it was also a benefit.  We believe that 

any training on sustainability needs to ‘walk its 

own talk’ in that it must relate to local issues, local 

people and local solutions.

Catering for the course was also used as an 

opportunity to showcase ‘sustainability oriented 

products’ and discuss their merits.

2. Problems

•  Variable attendance

Six people missed one or more of the sessions.  

Several factors were probably relevant to this – 

there was swine flu about and people were being 

careful, the long sessions (4 hours on a Saturday 

afternoon), and the level of commitment required 

for a voluntary participation program all, no doubt, 

played a part.

•  Participant profile

The group was not fully representative of a typical 

Certificate III group, either in age, background or 

skill level, although two were recent Certificate III 

graduates.  The project team was unable to get 

local supermarket employers to send staff 

participants, so the scope of the recruitment was 

broadened.  The participant group included some 

owner operator retailers (green grocery, wood 

products, herbs), retail managers (whole foods), 

retail staff (whole foods) and community activists 

involved in retail issues.  The level of pre-existing 

eco-literacy was high in the majority but not all 

participants.

•  Pitching of the content

Flowing on from the mixed profile of the 

participants, it was a challenge to pitch the content 

and the facilitated learning experiences at a level 

that would satisfy everyone.  Although we advised 

the group that they would need to put on the hat of 

a Retail Certificate III student, inevitably the level 

of material and discussion defaulted, at times, to 

suit the nature of the group.

There was an upside to this, however.  The more 

‘sophisticated’ participants were able to share their 

experience and knowledge with the rest of the 

group and to critically reflect at a meta level on the 

content – all good adult education principles.  

Their passion, and at times even vehemence, on 

the need for change in the industry added a ‘real-

life’ flavour to the learning.

The participants were asked about gaps and other 

topics that would have been relevant.  Some of 
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the ideas mentioned were: the use of games as a 

teaching tool, more on water efficiency, strategies 

for refrigeration, adapting the resources for youth, 

more examples of green marketing and first mover 

advantage (being the first in a sector or area to 

introduce something new).

3. Areas for Further Work

•  Longitudinal survey

A follow-up email survey is needed to build a 
picture of the transformative impact of the 
workshops.  Evaluation to date has focused 
mostly on content and the immediate workshop 
experience.

Questions could include:

•  How has this experience changed your 

sustainability thinking and/or practice at work?

•  What are the distinct sustainable retail training 

needs of owners/senior managers, front line 

managers and employees?

•  How well does our content (as it is so far) meet 

these needs?  What else would be good?

•  What learning activities are the most effective in 

bringing about changes in your workplace?

•  How much formal training is enough?  How 

much do you need to start the process of 

change?

•  How can formal training be better integrated 

with on-the-job learning?

•  Professional development

While sustainability principles can be written into 

training packages, as always their application in a 

business setting depends on the effective transfer 

of learning from the training room to the 

workplace.  This is particularly challenging in this 

case, as our research indicates that trainees must 

be equipped with a different way of thinking about 

retail business and the skills of continuous 

collaborative learning.  We have suggested that a 

transformative learning approach is appropriate to 

this task.

Generally, current VET trainers are not well 

equipped to design and facilitate such programs.  

So, in our view, professional development is a 

prerequisite for a sustainable retailing program 

that can meet the needs of the industry 

stakeholders as revealed to us.  The focus of such 

professional development would be on 

transformative learning methodologies, program 

design, facilitation, learning assessment and 

program evaluation.

•  Teaching and learning resources

We have painted a picture of sustainable retail 

training using broad brushstrokes.  It is a canvas 

needing a lot more work – integration of 

sustainability concepts and practices into all of the 

Retail Training Package units, determining which 

units require small changes and which require 

fundamental intervention and integrating a 

pedagogy that fosters transformative learning.

The production of teaching and learning resources 

to support the shift in emphasis in the units is 

badly needed – we searched in vain for suitable 

material.  We believe the material provided in this 

report and in the appendices could be used as a 

basis to develop resources that would help busy 

trainers incorporate sustainability into their 

teaching in a meaningful way.
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Research and Information Gathering

1. Stakeholder Interviews

In our industry consultation phase, we interviewed 

horticulture-connected members of the Industry 

Reference Group and other industry people 

identified by them as local pacesetters in the 

industry.

The interviews focussed on small-scale food 

producers such as orchardists growing subtropical 

fruits and low chill stone fruit, macadamias, 

vegetable growers and an integrated vegetable 

and aquaculture producer.  We also interviewed 

some nursery operators and consultants working 

in the industry (see Appendix 1).  Our interviews 

did not cover amenity horticulture and floriculture 

or other non-food horticulture, although our 

training team included two landscape contractors.

Some of the most useful information was gleaned 

from people who were teachers as well as 

growers, as they were more easily able to make 

the link between industry trends, practices and 

sustainability training needs.

Our focus on food production meant the overlap 

between horticulture and agriculture was 

considerable.  As a general rule we found that 

what applied to sustainable agriculture was also 

applicable to sustainable horticulture.

Concurrent with the stakeholder interviews, the 
project team worked on the development of 

Sustainable Horticulture Principles.  We were thus 
able to show drafts of this document to some of 
the interviewees and incorporate their feedback.

Prepared questions were used to structure our 
interviews, though often a more free-flowing 
conversational style was considered more 
appropriate.  These guiding questions were:

•  What aspects of the horticulture industry are 

changing and what are not?

•  What are the barriers or challenges to more 

sustainable practice in your part of the industry?

•  What are some of the best practice examples of 

businesses implementing sustainability in your 
industry?

•  Where do you look for information or inspiration 

on these issues?

•  What are the training issues to support more 

sustainable practice that affect you or your 
suppliers?

•  What are the important sustainability principles 

that need to underlie any training for students in 
the horticulture industry?

•  What non-accredited training elsewhere might 

be usefully brought in to the VET sector?  What 
good resources are you aware of?

See Appendix 1 for a list of the interviews/

consultations that took place.

Members of our project team also attended a 
number of industry related forums with an 
emphasis on sustainability.  These provided 

Section 3: Horticulture Trial

"Sustainability is essentially an on-going learning process that actively 

involves stakeholders in creating their vision, acting and reviewing changes. 

As a result, education in the context of sustainability is now understood as a 

change process rather than a message or level which must be achieved.” 

Tilbury, D., Coleman,V., Jones, A, and MacMaster, K.,  A National Review of Environmental Education and 
its Contribution to Sustainability in Australia: Vol 3: Department of the Environment & Heritage and Australian 
Institute in Education for Sustainability, 2005
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valuable opportunities to collect additional 
information.  The most useful of these forums was 
the Biological Farmers of Australia Roadshow held 
at a macadamia plantation in Rosebank.  The 
Northern Rivers Food Resilience Roundtable, 
convened jointly by North Coast Health Promotion 
and North Coast TAFE, provided opportunities to 
connect with sustainability oriented farmers from 
across the wider region and with consultants 
working on two major regional food projects.

2. Industry Trends

Some relevant trends in the horticulture industry 
mentioned by our informants were:

•  The industry is facing greater uncertainty, eg. 

increasing climatic variability, rising costs of 
crucial inputs like energy and fertilisers, etc.

•  Increasing interest in intensive food production 

in urban and peri-urban areas ranging from hi-
tech controlled environment production through 
to nurseries and community gardens and 
specialist niche producers.

•  Horticulturalists are increasingly attracted to 

local “alternative” retail outlets like farmers 
markets and community share agriculture 
schemes where they are price makers, not price 
takers.

•  Big growth in opportunities for urban horticulture 

services/consultants mirroring strong consumer 
demand at nurseries, backyard food growing is 
a big trend.

•  When customers can be confident of what they 

are getting, many are willing to pay the real cost 
of production.  More consumers are willing to 
pay a premium for products that are “clean and 
green” and locally produced.

•  There is a trend in 

marketing to tell the 
stories of the product 
and the producer, so 
restoring a direct link 
between producers and 
consumers.

•  Some larger scale 

producers are now 
converting to organics, 
and conventional 
growers are employing 
“low hanging fruit” 
strategies from 
organics, for example, 
composting and using 
ground covers instead 
of herbicides.

•  Greater awareness in 

the industry of 
practices such as 
spraying.  Ten years 
ago farmers were just 
defensive.  Now they 
know more about the 
implications and the 
effects.

•  Growing awareness of water and resource 

management issues and interest in water 
efficient plant varieties and technologies.

•  Strong demand for organic produce in export 

markets.

•  Sustainable agriculture professional networks 

and representative bodies are getting stronger 
and more confident.

3. Emerging Industry Action Priorities

Observations from our interviews about emerging 
action priorities for sustainability in the horticulture 
industry included:

•  Producers need to have a whole range of 

strategies to deal with problems so if one thing 

The Local Food Value Chain from the Food Resilience Roundtable, July 2009
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doesn’t work something else will.

•  Economic viability will increasingly depend on 

high standards and certification.

•  Look for opportunities to integrate consumer 

education in marketing, eg. community share 
agriculture (CSA) schemes and farmers 
markets.

•  Understand your soil – its specific strengths and 

weaknesses – and focus on conserving and 
enhancing topsoil and on building and retaining 
soil carbon and other carbon stores.

•  Make the most of every drop of rain that falls on 

your land.

•  Be very aware of effluents and run-off.

•  Develop a more integrated ecological approach 

to horticulture – eg. building habitat to 
encourage owls for rodent control at Brookfarm

•  Become more conscious of reliance on non-

renewable inputs and outputs (and relevance to 
GHG emission mitigation) and consider 
alternatives to reduce this vulnerability.

•  Consider strategies to mitigate risk and 

infrastructure costs associated with increasing 
weather variability and the likely increase in 
severe weather events.

•  Look for ways to differentiate and add value to 

your products – tell the stories.

•  Preserve the integrity of open pollination and 

heirloom plant varieties in order to increase 
resilience to climate change impacts and control 
input costs.

•  Understand and strengthen biodiversity through 

whole farm management planning.

4. Barriers and Assumptions

Our interviewees identified barriers to 
sustainability transition in the horticulture industry.  
These included:

•  Soil erosion remains a problem that is seen by 

many as too big to handle.  It is capital intensive 
to fix and needs to be done on a big scale.

•  Policies that subsidise non-resident landowners 

through, for instance, tax rebates.  The result is 
often that nobody takes responsibility for the 
land, giving rise to problems that spread to 
adjoining properties.

•  Total Catchment Management is an idea 

accepted at the bureaucratic level but is not 
matched by action on the ground.

•  Practices not based on valuing natural 

resources.  An example is the amenity 
horticulture practice of burning prunings and 
then buying mulch, rather than chipping and 
mulching.

•  Industry research is focused not on 

sustainability, but on short-term solutions and 

"We teach an integrated approach where 

we talk about 1-star systems that rely on 

fossil fuels.  They are polluting, expensive 

to run and vulnerable to weather, input 

costs, market conditions, etc.  A 2-star 

system relies on cultural practices and 

you make some changes and still do a lot 

of the work.  A 5-star system has 

sustainability built into the design.  You 

work with the ecology so that they system 

largely looks after itself."

Rob Fenton, Head Teacher Organic Agriculture, Riverina 
TAFE, speaking at the BFA Roadshow
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consumer preferences, for example food buying 

habits that perpetuate unsustainable production 

practices.

•  A widely held view in the industry that the soil is 

an inert medium to exploit or that the physical 

properties of soil are all important (rather than 

including the biological activity level) and 

nutrients can just be added.

•  Lack of access to effective sustainability training 

for the industry.

•  Difficulty in finding necessary resources such as 

good compost.

•  Lack of a coherent whole of government 

approach to sustainability transition.  Some 

agencies are supportive and others are not.

Some of the common taken-for-granted 

assumptions mentioned in interviews as 

impediments to needed changes in the industry 

were:

•  That inputs like phosphate are an inexhaustible 

resource and that you could not operate 

effectively without using chemicals such as 

Glycophosphate; that NPK, etc, in chemical 

form has the same effect as in an organic form; 

that most chemicals just break down in the soil 

quickly.

•  A naïve belief that government policy and advice 

is neutral and represents the farmers/

community’s best interests.

•  The ideology that productivity can increase 

indefinitely and that there will always be new 

technologies, like GM, that will keep boosting 

productivity.

•  That bigger is always better and that 

monoculture is better/easier/more productive.

•  That all other vegetation and wildlife not related 

to the crop you are growing are either weeds, 

pests or irrelevant.

•  A naïve environmentalism that says planting 

trees, any tree, is always good; so long as 

"There might be 50 landholders in one valley and it is hard to get them all to 

cooperate and see the connections between what they are doing and what the effect 

is further down, eg. if a dairy has run off into the creek or someone overuses 

fertiliser, etc.  These issues can be difficult to manage on a catchment level but it 

needs to happen.  Individual farmers need to see where their farm fits into the whole 

ecology of the catchment and have the skills to get together to solve problems.  We 

need to give students that perspective.  The environmental context of the whole 

catchment - this needs to happen in the education of the individuals, be put into the 

whole farm plans and be promoted through and by the farmers’ organisations.  

There are a lot of operations doing some good things which is a start, but they are 

not best practice.  Sometimes it tends to be a bit token – It needs to go further."

Hogan Gleeson, Riverdell Organics and EcoCity Farms, phone interview
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something has been recycled that makes it OK; 

if something says it is ‘green’ it is.

•  If the customer wants to plant it in their garden 

we should sell it.

5. Training Implications

Our interviewees shared their thoughts on the 
training implications of sustainability transition in 
horticulture:

•  Students need to understand the relationships 

between different components of the whole 
ecological system they are working with – why it 
matters to build or protect habitats or increase 
soil carbon.

•  A holistic unit is needed up front to provide an 

understanding on which everything that follows 
can be hung.  This should aim to give students 
an understanding that everything is part of a 
living system and how what they do fits into this.

•  Shift away from a one-size-fits-all approach to 

training.  We need to teach horticulture students 
to think so they can see what is needed in 
specific situations.  The industry needs 
proactive practitioners at all levels – “It is very 
disempowering to just get told what to do.”

•  We need to teach students how to deal with 

uncertainty and manage resilience on their land 
and in their business.

•  Students need an understanding of the drivers 

and impediments of sustainability and the 
fundamental connection between their activities 
and the environment, often over extended time 
periods.

•  Integrate the social and economic aspects of 

sustainability within an ecological model.

•  Students need an understanding of total 

catchment management principles and to be 
given the skills of collaborative problem solving.  
They need to understand the connection 
between operational practices such as tractor 
use and what happens over a span of years.

•  Trainers need up-to-date information on 

sustainability best practice in the various 
sectors of the industry.  Helpful publications are 
available from the various industry associations.

•  Students need to understand and be able to 

skilfully manage the characteristics of particular 
soils they are working, not just soil ‘types’ in 
general.

“If students get the understanding 

that everything is a living system – 

and thus how their activity fits into 

this larger picture – they will know 

that what they do matters.  It gives 

meaning to why we do it this way 

and not that way.  They will value 

the decisions they make and know 

that they are contributing to 

changing the world for the better.  

It is very disempowering to just get 

told what to do.”

Hogan Gleeson, 
Riverdell Organics and EcoCity Farms, 

phone interview
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Sustainable Horticulture Principles

From our interviews, we distilled some principles 
for a sustainable horticulture enterprise that 
incorporated the relevant principles of organic 
agriculture, including some that relate to the social 
and business aspects of a sustainable business 
enterprise. We realised this process could go on 
indefinably so we stopped when we had 
something we could use for discussion that would 
give students a picture of what a holistic approach 
to sustainable horticulture might involve.

We also formulated some guiding strategic 
questions that may be useful when faced with 
making a decision:

•  What are the natural systems at play here?

•  How can I work with them?

•  What are the consequences of working against 

them?

•  What are the best options in this situation? 

•  What loops can we close in this system?

See also:

IFOAM Principles of Organic Farming, IFOAM is the International Federation of Organic Agriculture 
Movements.  It is an ‘umbrella’ organisation for the organic industry, made up of nearly 800 organisations 
from 104 countries – www.ifoam.org/about_ifoam/principles/index.html 

Principles for Organic Farming, Tim Marshall – www.natsoc.org.au/html/papers/marshall.pdf 

TABLE 3
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The Training Package Unit Review

The following unit analysis covers three units:

•  RTF3503A Sample Soils and Analyse Results

•  RTF3012A Implement a Plant Nutrition Program

•  RTC3404A Control Plant Pests, Diseases and 

Disorders

From our consultation with sustainable 
horticulture practitioners, we learned that an 
integrated approach is central to sustainable 
horticulture.  As such, we saw it necessary to trial 
the integration of key units in the same way (refer 
to workshop plans for more information).

Adaptations to the above units have ranged from 
increasing general environmental awareness on 
site and the flow-on effect, developing an 
awareness and consideration of soil biology, and 
developing an understanding of wider 
sustainability implications such as climate change 
and resource depletion.

The terms "environmental" and "sustainability" 
used within the analysis are distinct and not 
interchangeable.  "Environmental" relates to the 
immediate site and sites where there may be a 
direct flow-on effect, for example, releasing 
pollutants into a waterway or clearing land that 
leads to erosion elsewhere.  "Sustainability" is 
applied to a much broader, global context and 
encompasses issues such as resource depletion, 
climate change, loss of biodiversity, as well as 
considering the health of communities and their 
local economies.

The term "linking sub-element" refers to elements, 
new or adapted, that highlight the relationship 
between the elements of different units.  The 
"linking sub-elements" below are limited to the 
three units on which the trial focussed.  
Examination of numerous other potential "linking 
sub-elements" showing the connections between 
these units and other units not examined here 
would more comprehensively highlight the 
interconnectedness of all horticulture units and 
result in a better understanding of sustainable 
horticulture practices.

"Key Questions" have been included beside some 
new and adapted sub-elements to demonstrate 
what the unit might look like.

Issues that focus on unit adaptations for 
sustainability are primarily related to the nature of 
sustainability.  Sustainability is a fast evolving field 
that is difficult to define (see Appendix 2).  While 
suggestions such as "with consideration of the 
environment" have been made below, further 
elements are needed to assess students' 

understanding of sustainability. Understanding 
sustainability will allow students to make informed 
decisions in horticultural contexts beyond those 
outlined in the units.

The Australian Industry Skills Councils’ (ISC) 
report: Environmental Sustainability – An Industry 

Response mentions the initiatives by AgriFood 
Skills Australia and states that the agriculture and 
food training packages already include “a large 
number of units that specifically address 
environmental sustainability skills”. The report lists 
a number of units including “Treat Weeds.”

It is hard to tell whether what the ISC is referring 
to as “environmental sustainability” is going as far 
as we would argue is urgent and necessary.  Will 
these units be interpreted by RTOs and individual 
trainers in a way that helps bring about a shift in 
thinking and practice to support holistic 
sustainability, or will they be read primarily in 
terms of compliance driven “environmental 
improvements”?

Just because a unit such as “Treat Weeds” has an 
environment related title does not mean it 
contributes to sustainability skills in students.  In 
fact, it is likely that, in many cases, the approach 
taught would assume herbicide use as a given 
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and not necessarily encompass alternatives 
including a redesign of the whole land use system 
and use of resources that might eliminate the 
need for “treating weeds”.  These are the basic 
outlook questions that we believe should continue 
to be addressed if training for sustainable 
development is to be supported by VET training.

Lack of access to the Horticulture Training 
Package review process was a problem.  We 
constantly had the feeling that someone had 
already done the work or there was something 
that we were missing.  When the Agrifoods Skills 
Council did respond, it was with a copy of their 
newly published “Environmental Scan” which 
referred to sustainability objectives but not how it 
would be implemented in the revised training 
package.  Despite attempts to communicate 
further, we were not able to determine what the 
plans were or generate interest in our work.  In the 
end, we decided to just focus on running the trial 
and making our own contribution. The proposal to 
merge the Agriculture, Conservation and Land 
Management, and Horticulture training packages 
to allow more flexibility seems a good idea, though 
this will not, in itself, necessarily shift the training 
in a more sustainable direction.

The Sustainable Horticulture 
Training Trial

1. Rationale

From our consultation with sustainable horticulture 
practitioners, we learned that an "integrated 
approach" was seen central to sustainable 
horticulture (see Industry feedback).  As such, we 
focussed on creating a more integrated training 
package.  This eventually took the form of a trial 
integration of elements from 3 selected units.

From our review of sustainability education 
literature we recognised that it was also vital to 
clarify to students the meaning of "sustainability" 
as well as why it is important in the context of 
horticulture.  

Throughout the unit analysis we tried to identify 
ways to incorporate features of sustainability into 
the horticulture units.  Ultimately, however, the 
units only provided scope to explore strategies for 
implementing sustainability.  To address the need 
to define sustainability and explore the reasons 
why it is of central importance, we created an 
outline of an Introduction to Sustainability unit that 
was delivered prior to exploring the integration of 
the horticulture units.  This served to first orientate 
participants to sustainability.  In this orientation 
and throughout the trial we used our "sustainable 
horticulture principles" (see above) to simplify 
sustainability in the complex "integrated 
approach".

Another consistent message from our reference 
group members, second only to "an integrated 
approach", was the necessity of a shift in attitudes 
towards the soil.  This directed our focus to the 
following three units: RTF3503A Sample Soils and 
Analyse Results, RTF3012A Implement a Plant 
Nutrition Program and RTC3404A Control Plant 
Pests, Diseases and Disorders.

The horticultural context in which we based the 
trial was the relatively small-scale production of 
food, rather than other aspects of the horticulture 
industry.  We chose vegetables to focus on as the 
participants were mostly growing vegetables 
rather than other crops either commercially or in 
an amateur capacity, including being active in the 
establishment of a local community garden.

2. Trial Curriculum Overview

•  Orientation to Sustainability:  Giving 

students not just the "How" but also, the 
"What" and the "Why"?

In the first session of the trial, participants were 
facilitated through an exploration of what is 
sustainability and why is it important to the 
horticulture industry (see workshop plan in the 
Appendix).  Developing this understanding of 
sustainability early on, allowed students to start to 
make independent suggestions about 
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sustainability throughout the remainder of the 
course.

•  The Principles

The sustainability principles were referred to as 
often as possible over the course of the trial.  
They served as a continuous theme providing a 
framework for students to develop their 
understanding of sustainable horticulture.

•  Integrated Unit Approach

The trial did not comprehensively cover the three 
units but rather focussed on the interrelationships 
of the three units, largely omitting other elements.  
Given that the current training package does not 
integrate units, it was necessary to identify key 
elements from each unit where the 
interrelationships were most apparent.  These 
elements were identified following the unit 
analysis.

Key unit intersections included:

•  The relationship between soil health and plant 
health

•  The relationship between plant health and pest 
resistance (linking back to soil health), and

•  The relationship between soil inputs ("plant 
nutritional program") and soil health

•  A New Understanding of Soil for 

Sustainability

Sustainability generally requires a greater 
consideration of ecologies.  From the information 
we received from our Industry Reference Group, it 
became clear that a better understanding of "soil 
ecologies", sometimes referred to as the "soil food 
web", was necessary.  

To do this we utilised the soil testing methods 
related to the Northern Rivers Soil Health Card – 
Vegetables (see Appendix).  This tool is used to 
assess the biological and physical properties of 
soil.  It was developed by farmers for farmers over 
a number of years and was documented in 2008.

This method of soil testing is used to establish:

•  Diversity of soil life

•  State of ground cover

•  State of the soil structure using a penetrometer

•  Water penetration rate with infiltrometer

•  Degree of root development

•  Soil structure

•  Aggregate stability

•  Earthworm activity

•  Soil PH

•  Plant vigour

3. The Course

The course ran over two evenings for 3 � hours 
in a classroom with a day-long field trip on a 
weekend in between these two sessions.  

The teaching methods involved presentations, 
video clips, doing practical soil testing, making 
compost, inspecting plant health and lots of 
animated discussions (see the session details in 
the Appendix).  We also made a point of 
introducing the participants to a wide range of 
books, magazines, charts and fact sheets that we 
had collected through our research and 
encouraged them to seek out these and other 
Internet resources.

Twelve people participated in the trial.  The 
participants were a diverse group in age and 
experience.  Not all of them were employed full 
time in the industry.  Some were passionate 
amateurs who earned some income from their 
produce or worked in other aspects of horticulture 
such as in a business maintaining indoor plants.  

The BRCC Certificate II Horticulture trainer 
participated for professional development and the 
project coordinator, Katrina Shields, was an 
additional participant/observer.  There were two 
main trainers, Lisa Barnes and Dave Forrest, and 
another current Certificate III Horticulture student 
and experienced landscaper, Michael Rose, who 
also contributed to the training.

We approached a couple who run a local market 
garden and nectarine orchard (Robin and Helen 
Wolf from Fresh & Wild Organics) for the field trip 
and practical component.  These people have 
been involved in the industry for at least 35 years 
and had converted from conventional methods to 
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certified organic production which they now sell 
through the local farmers markets, as well as 
through the retail outlet we had focussed on in the 
retail trial.  The trainer, Dave Forrest, (who had 
also been active in the development of the Soil 
Health Card) had been a consultant to these 
growers through the conversion process, so he 
knew their operation well.

Key learning objectives of the course included:

•  An introductory overview of the ways a 
sustainable approach to horticulture/agriculture 
would be different to conventional methods

•  Building competency in using the soil health 
card methods for assessing soil health

•  Developing competency in soil building, 
including making and using good quality 
compost

•  Exploring the interrelationship between 
integrated pest management, healthy 
biologically active soil and balanced plant 
nutrition leading to resilience to pest problems.

For details of the session outlines please see Appendix 7

Evaluation and Reflection

Some comments from the evaluation forms:

“I don’t think this course will have the impact 

desired until it is made the foundation of other 

horticulture certificates and education.  This 

information changes the content and practices of 

everything within the industry.  Hopefully once 

what has been demonstrated in sustainable 

horticulture becomes common practice, all other 

pieces will fall into place.” Luke McDonald (setting 
up organic market garden)

“I feel it is vital to include sustainable horticulture 

into educating people in the horticultural industry.  

I would love this to overflow into schools so that 

our children get a grasp of this way of thinking 

from an early age.  This knowledge would be 

priceless.” Renae Meadows

“It was important to have an onsite visit and make 

the compost – to “do something” sustainable.”  

Susan Hennersy Certificate II Horticulture Trainer

“The field trip was great, seeing the practical side 

of sustainable horticulture... it was well balanced 

with the science behind it.  I will remember how to 

do a soil test.”  Malcolm Yusof

“What I found had the most impact was to see that 

even a chemical farm can be salvaged and 

returned to a positive chemical free outcome. To 

appreciate the amount of biology in the soil – with 

the sheer numbers of life – how can spraying 

chemicals be anything but a last resort?”  Luke 
McDonald

“I found the Soil Health Card test 10 point system 

very useful.  It was simple, practical and 

ingenious.  This type of course is a necessary part 

of the future health of our population.  Power 

needs to be taken back from the greed and 

selfishness of monopolies and monocultures and 

returned to the grass roots culture”  Solvig 
McDonald (in the process of setting up organic 
market garden)

“Excellent comprehensive informative talk and 

practical observation – relevant and impressive. It 

TABLE 4
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gave me greater appreciation of the soil and the 

soil health tests are a useful tool”  Kaye Groves - 
small organic producer

What could be improved?  

All the answers to this question related to doing 
more on different topics, eg. water efficiency, use 
of compost teas.  This would mean extending the 
scope of the course.  Some wanted more 
handouts, some needed more visuals, others 
wanted more time to do some planting or problem 
solving with particular pests.  Suggestions for 
resources we could have used included: PH chart, 
chemical symbol list, diagram of macrospores and 
microspores, and pictures of organisms that may 
be found in soil.

“If I were to design a training package on 

sustainability, I think it would need to include water 

conservation as a corner stone of the subject after 

soils and botany.  On the NTIS website there is a 

Certificate 1 in Water Sustainability (NPW10107) 

which would make an excellent companion.  

Unfortunately its details seems to have been 

removed, perhaps for the purpose of review”   
Excerpt of letter from participant, Nigel Morley, 
who runs an indoor plant maintenance business.

Research team reflections:

1. Problems

A member of our training team had to withdraw at 
short notice due to a crisis.  This created some 
last minute practical problems for the first session.

It was hard to meet the needs of the group who 
participated while relating it back to the units we 
wanted to investigate.  In retrospect, we can see 
that we came down more on the side of running a 
good introduction to sustainable horticulture than 
following the unit outlines closely.

As mentioned above, not having access to the 
review of the training package was a problem.

2. Successes

The fact that there is so much information 
available on sustainability and organics in 
publications and on the Internet, was both positive 
and negative.  It meant there was a lot to draw 
from but it was very easy to get overwhelmed with 
potentially relevant material.

The process of workshopping and distilling the 
principles of sustainable horticulture and the 
guiding strategic questions was useful in giving 
some coherence to the vast amount of resource 

material we were gathering.

Seeing how much permaculture and organic 
agriculture had to offer horticulture was also very 
useful.  One of our team had done a Certificate IV 
in Permaculture Systems and two of the trainers 
enrolled in the Certificate IV in Organic Agriculture 
as a result of our research.  Seeing the potential 
for integration from these other fields based on a 
sustainability perspective gave us leads on how 
the Horticulture Training Package could be 
adapted.

Finding and trialling the Soil Health Card was very 
positive and received the most positive feedback 
of any of the activities undertaken.  The students, 
some of whom had been growers for many years, 
found this a new, practical and empowering set of 
tools for benchmarking and measuring 
improvements in their soils.  It is motivating to see 
how the health of soil changes in response to 
better practice.  The advantage of the system is 
that it requires no fancy equipment or specialist 
knowledge.  The accompanying Best Practice 
Guide is also a very good resource.  We felt they 
should both be used at the Certificate II, III or IV 
levels and beyond.

The field trip was a great success despite a very 
hot day.  Having access to a good demonstration 
site at a commercial market garden that had 
started out conventionally then converted to 
organics was a definite plus.  Hearing how the 
growers had changed their outlook and practice 
was very illuminating.  The tutor’s depth of 
knowledge and inspiring example made a 
profound impact on course participants and 
contributed a lot to the success of the trial.

The frequency and quality of discussion in all 
three sessions was also important to the success 
of the course and was rated highly by participants.  
These discussions provided opportunities to 
reflect on and integrate learning, share 
experience and skills, and critique conventional 
horticulture practices.
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To summarise the suggestions and discussion 
elsewhere in this report, we have drawn together 
the following suggestions relating to VET training 
in Retail, Horticulture and some general areas 
pertaining to RTOs and individual trainers.

Areas for further work and recommendations 
for the retail training package:

1. We believe there needs to be new units that 
cover “Implementing sustainable practices in 
retailing” that has appropriate adaptations for 
Certificate II, III and IV levels.  We suggest that 
such units at each level should become core 
rather than elective.  These units should be 
delivered early in the training sequence.  This 
would set up the understanding of why we 
need to change towards sustainability, explore 
what sustainability means and introduce the 
principles of sustainable retailing.

2. We suggest the range of content in the trial 
course we ran could form the basis for such a 
unit/s.  For real change in this industry, further 
work is needed to assess whether importing 
the Guideline Competency Standards for 
Sustainability, the approved pathway for 
creating such units, will produce an outcome 
that adequately encompasses the fullness and 
complexity of sustainability in the retail context.  
Please refer to the trial content outlines in 
Appendix 4 for the range of competencies we 
explored.

3. The existing units need further review to 
integrate sustainability thinking and practice 

into all relevant sections in the same way 
OH&S was integrated in the past.  Training 
toolboxes with case studies of best practice 
retailers and wholesalers are needed to 
support the teaching of these adapted units 
from a sustainability perspective.

4. There is more work needed to design 
assessment tools that address sustainability 
competencies.  We acknowledge there are 
inherent difficulties in assessing transformative 
learning.

5. For broader industry development, we 
recommend investigating the efficacy of value 
chain learning partnerships that involve a 
range of small to medium businesses sharing 
information and experience on sustainability 
transition as a basis for more effective 
collaboration along the value chain from 
producer to retailer.

Areas for further work and recommendations 
for the Horticulture Training Package:

1. There is a need for an introductory unit – 
perhaps titled Implement Sustainable Practices 

in Horticulture – to be delivered early in the 
training sequence at Certificate II, III and IV 
levels.  This unit would give an overview of 
sustainability including, for example, basic 
ecology, working within resource constraints, 
taking a systemic rather than a linear view of 
production including input/output cycles, and 
an overview of environmental practices.  It 

Section 4: Recommendations

“We know that sustainability is complex. It needs systemic thinking and 

requires a range of responses. This means sustainability demands an 

interdisciplinary approach and an understanding of the different ways 

people approach 'the problem' is important in designing and delivering a 

well thought out 'solution'.” 

Dept of Environment & Climate Change NSW Guide to using research in sustainability programs,  p21, 
DECC Social Research Series 2009
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would aim to build systemic thinking and give 
students a better picture of how each part fits 
into the whole, in the context of sustainability 
transition.  The unit could build competency in 
assessing the ecological footprint of an 
operation and measuring against 
environmental benchmarks, while introducing 
the social/community, cultural and economic 
dimensions of sustainability as well as 
environmental.  Current unsustainable industry 
practices would be critiqued to help students 
understand the urgency of the transition and 
the inadequacy of a compliance driven 
approach.

2. With this unit as the foundation, aspects of 
sustainability need be explicitly integrated into 
many of the horticulture units.  We recommend 
that this process be undertaken by 
practitioners who have a deep understanding 
of sustainability practice in an industry that has 
many meanings for the concepts 
“environmental” and “sustainability”.  We have 
made the case elsewhere in this report that 
just because a unit has a title that relates to 
working in the environment does not 
necessarily mean it will build competency in 
sustainability skills.  We have also put the 
case in Section 3 for emphasising the 
relationships between different units in order to 
encourage systemic thinking.  We also 
recommend that particular emphasis be put on 
understanding the soil food web and the role 
of organic matter (carbon) and biology within 
the soil.

3. In the official rewriting and review of these 
units, we recommend that industry peak 
bodies such as the Biological Farmers of 
Australia (BFA), whose members have a long 
history of sustainable practice, be brought 
actively into the process as their industry 
experience of applying sustainable practices 
would provide a sound basis on which to build 
the new training.

4. In this integration process we recommend 
looking to other accredited training, such as 
the organic agriculture courses at Riverina and 
Wollongbar TAFE, as potential sources of 
material that could be brought into the 
horticulture units.  There are also accredited 
Permaculture training units that could be 
adapted or coopted that give a better 
understanding in systemic thinking (see 
Permaculture Units Cert I-IV http://
www.permacultureinternational.org/apt/apt-
units/).  Another source is the Conservation 
and Land Management Units such as 

RTC2702A Observe Environmental Work 
Practices.

5. There is a need for new units that focus on 
training for emerging industry trends.  Some 
examples include training in intensive urban 
agriculture, small scale aquaculture, ways to 
measure, sequester and rapidly increase soil 
carbon storage (as well as other carbon 
storage options), undertaking assessments for 
carbon accounting in horticulture, undertaking 
the range of organic and other certification 
processes, predicting and dealing with 
extreme weather events, waste minimisation in 
horticulture, and advising clients on more 
sustainable products and practices.  There 
may also be a need for training in the use of 
renewable energy systems and technology in 
the horticulture industry.

6. New training materials and toolboxes need to 
be developed to support the teaching of units 
with a holistic sustainability approach.  These 
should include case studies of best practice 
and innovation in various parts of the industry.  
We recommend that this also include 
integrated marketing and support models such 
as Community Share Agriculture (CSA), and 
distribution models that support sustainability 
such as Food Connect in Brisbane (see 
www.foodconnect.com.au) 

7. Horticulture trainers need to be involved in 
ongoing professional development that 
immerses them in a sustainability perspective, 
as they will only communicate to students what 
they understand themselves.  We would 
encourage the use of more incentives to 
encourage busy trainers to take up these 
opportunities.

8. We would recommend the CSIRO (2009) book 
on Sustainable Gardening by Rob Cross & 
Roger Spencer as a suitable text for 
Horticulture students.

9. The process of bringing sustainability into the 
upgrade of Certificate IV in Training & 
Development to Training Education and 
Development 2010 is now underway but too 
late for us to assess the content at the point of 
writing this report.  However, we recommend 
that a holistic picture of sustainability, beyond 
waste and energy efficiency and limited 
environmental improvements, be designed into 
the new TED units.  Application of the 
principles of education for sustainability to the 
VET sector should also be explored if future 
trainers and students are to be equipped to 
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cope with rapid change and adaptation to the 
far-reaching effects of climate change and 
resource depletion.

General Recommendations for Horticulture & 
Retail Trainers and RTOs

1. Value and support general non-accredited 
courses in aspects of sustainable living & 
working.  Experience at our college has shown 
us that such courses are opportunities to 
develop and test new ideas and draw out 
innovators.  The bulk of the experts in 
sustainability are not in the VET system – they 
don’t have qualifications in TAA or even in their 
industry area – but their life and industry 
experience in practical sustainability is a rich 
and vital source for VET.  To take advantage of 
this reservoir of talent, we need to seek out 
best practice.  We found there are many 
passionate and knowledgeable practitioners 
who will get involved if they are sought out.  
Students need to be offered visions for more 
sustainable alternatives grounded in real life 
practice.

2. Trainers should be encouraged to take up the 
many existing opportunities to broaden and 
deepen their sustainability knowledge and 
skills.  Subscribe to sustainability oriented 
journals, attend the proliferating non-
accredited training opportunities in 
sustainability, and join organisations that are 
promoting sustainability (see resource 
appendices for Retail and Horticulture).

3. Walk the talk at you RTO.  Make the training 
situation an opportunity to engage in better 
practice.  Build up knowledge of local 
suppliers with more sustainable products and 
practices.  The range of these is expanding 
exponentially.

4. Beware of green washing.  There is a growing 
tide of green claims and more and more 

people are jumping on the green bandwagon.  
We need to keep our own critical faculties and 
encourage our students to critically analyse 
the claims being made for so-called green 
products.

5. Perhaps most critically, we recommend that in 
order for RTOs to develop the resources, 
perspectives and assessment tools they need 
to meet the sustainability challenge, we need 
to share more.  This requires a cultural shift 
from competition to collaboration between 
trainers and between training organisations.  
We would not have been able to complete this 
project without the enthusiastic support of 
people we may in the past have perceived as 
competitors.  One readily available tool for 
collaboration would be to launch an email list 
focussing on sustainability in VET.  Local 
government sustainability officers in NSW 
have found great benefit from joining the 
yahoo list: Sustainability Educators 
(sustainabilityeducators@yahoogroups.com.a
u).  Horticulturalists have also set up the pest 
web initiative (www.pestweb.com).  Such 
communication tools could help with issues of 
trainer isolation, promote networking about 
professional development opportunities, and 
encourage the sharing of resources.

6. Finally, we recommend the funding of 
collaborative learning research and 
development projects specifically related to 
integrating sustainability into the VET sector 
and workplace learning more generally.  Such 
projects should actively involve sustainability 
leaders from outside the sector.  They need to 
be based on an understanding that the 
sustainability transition will effect a 
transformation of workplaces with ongoing and 
unpredictable implications for the VET sector 
for the foreseeable future.  This is not a short-
term issue and there are no quick fixes.
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Section 5: Appendices

“Sustainable Development calls for additional and different processes than 

those traditionally thought of in education.  The quest for sustainability 

demands new approaches to involve people, rather than convey just a body 

of knowledge.”

Tilbury, D., Coleman,V., Jones, A, and MacMaster, K., A National Review of Environmental Education and its 
Contribution to Sustainability in Australia: Vol 3: Department of the Environment & Heritage and Australian 
Institute in Education for Sustainability, 2005
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