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The Sustaining Community Heritage zine series emerges from an
Australian Research Council-funded project, ‘Co-creating a sustainable
future for the community heritage sector’. This project explores the
organisational sustainability of Australia’s volu nteer-managed galleries,
libraries, archives, museums and historical societies which serve
important functions in shaping public history through the collection,
preservation and display of local, everyday and marginalised heritages.
However, the sector faces a sustainability crisis. Mounting pressures pose
a threat to the long-term futures of volunteer-run heritage institutions,
putting at risk the diversity and accessibility of the nation's historical
record. In this project, we collaborate with representatives from
community heritage institutions across Australia to co-develop strategies
for recognising value, measuring organisational sustainability and
creating benchmarks for sustainable practice.

The zines in this series capture the work of the project as it unfolds,
enabling volunteers in commu nity heritage organisations to communicate
their experiences and knowledge creatively and accessibly. We approach
the zines as a way to facilitate a networked, co-designed understanding
of organisational sustainability from a range of institutional contexts. The
zines in the series identify challenges, but they alsa seek to build on
existing resources, capabilities and ambitions already in place for the

pursuit of viable futures.
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Holding Fast: Organisational Sustainability and the
Port Adelaide Historical Society

A defining moment in the $ociety’s history came in 2004 when maritime
- histarian and collector Keith LeLeu OAM offered to donate the Austbuilt
. Museum, its collection, and the Peterhead property that housed it. Built
over many years, the Austbuilt Museum contained an extraordinary
colléction of shipping artefacts and maritime memorabilia assembled to
address the loss of Port Adelaide’s maritime heritage. The gift provided
the $ociety with a permanent home for its collections, while also leaving
the volunteers with a significant responsibility: to care for, maintain, and
share this remarkable recotd of the region’s maritime past. Under the
Society’s stewardship, the maritime museum has expanded to display
brodder elements of local history. The museum now stands as a
testament to the power of community stewardship, volunteer
commitment, and intergenerational knowledge transfer.




Through initiatives such asthe Portonian magazine, pop-up shopping
centre displays, family histery services, educational programs, and local
histery bus tours, the society works to transform its collections and
volunteers’ historical knowledge into living stories that connect people
with the history of Port Adelaide and its surrounding communities. The
Society is actively working on initiatives to increase its membership,
which sits at approximately 200, with 20 of those members volunteering
their time to support different activities - everything from digitising the
collection to catering events.







Outline of this zine: What’s inside?

Content for this zine was created during a two-hour workshop held on 3
June 2026. Four volunteers participated, including Vice-President David,
current committee members Robyn and Meredith, and past committee
member lan. Sarah, one of the project’s co-leads, facilitated four
activities aimed at encouraging the participants to think creatively about
organisational sustainability.
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Well you can't lose the history, can we? Jt'e part of the wellbeing
of a cociely that you undiretand the area that you five ;’n.—/—J;_
when you five in an area like this with co much hictory, theret
that many people arovnd here living in houses with history and
they want to know about it. ... IF you wander dowe. along the
foreghore, but more co on the way back to Military Road, there’e
a number of houses that were owned by your cea capfaine and

doctors. They built mascive housec.




- -

Captain Hart'c place, he bought in the 1800¢ a rock acrose From
the Gulf Penincula and built this mansion. You don't think
anyithing of it, but it must have begn a ot of money. And the
people that would have worked on it - becavse it wae all manual.
They didnt have any crones. nlece comeone brings all these

poinic out, you dont quite underctand.

Do you know there'c a number of buildings in the port that are
Hoating? We built Port Adelaide on a cwamp. ... So, they were
celling blocks of land in 1836 to people who immigrated, and they
got here and found their blocks were under water at high tide.
Co, they built mounde, co the main ctreets were mounds to keep
the water out originally. Nelcon Street and Gt Vincent Street,
and they built Port Adelaide. But thew of course the problem ic
the water cant get out, <o they had come major flood evente. You
get a fot of rain, or Hoods and fire, becauvse lighting was kerosene

lampe co they had a lot of siguificant fires in Port Adelaide.

Ttk important that people understand all this backgrovnd, T
thisk. How do you get through to comeone how rough it would

have begn /iw'oug in thoce c(ﬂys‘?




Port Adelaide Historical Society

matters because ..
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Sarah: What arc the objectives of the Historieal Socict}‘, and have i
they changed over time, do you think? ‘. -

David: No, they haven’t changed. Slightly, a little bit in the last —
we had a big constitution change a couple of years ago.
It’s always been about preserving and protecting the
history of Port Adelaide, always, always. There was
another word added and that included sharing it. Becausc
it’s a bit stupid having all this stuff and not sharing if. ...
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Sarah: Can I ask what prompted the constitution reviewr
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Sarah: So it was 4 bit of a slow build to gct evcrybody on board?
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Just a thought on the philosophy or the objective
of the organisation. It used 1o be ‘preserve and

protect’. And that was actually written into all of

our documentation. Preserve and protect, full
stop. Now it’s more preserve, protect, share, and
encourage curiosity in the history of Port
Adelaide, the heritage of Port Adelaide. So we've

got a much broader sort of perspective there.

David: That was almost a last-minute change, we got to

the -

Yeah, we threw the word ‘share” — did that get in

there?

David: - constitution debate at the end.

The word ‘share’, in the constitution?

At the end, the very end. Whatshername brought
it up at that last meeting. We wouldn't have got
the vote across the line if she hadnt brought that
up - and we added two words. And it -




Meredith: When was that?

David: When we did the constitution.

Which gave us a new perspective - an

educationdal perspective. We nieed to share all of
the-

O | Robyn: A new responsibility.
p -~
- . £

Well, we all knew it. It just wasn't in the

constitution. 1f you do the corstitution -

-
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No, it wasn't in the psychology of the

organisation either, because it was like -
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David: We shared things though.

We were almost a conservation rather than an

educationg! organisation, so we changed a bit.




* PAHS Museum
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We are a bit off the beaten track for
particularly tourists coming to Port Adelaide.
And that’s one of our issues, but -

-

Meredith: Yeah, moving to Port Adelaicle is something we
need - or more central is something we need.

Yes. That's my opinion. Like with the City of
Adelaide Clipper Ship, or I'd want to be in the
Visitor’s Centre - but that’s another thing. We
won’t go there. i

o™

Meredith: And included on - they’'ve got a museum trail,
which has the Maritime MuSeum, the Aviation
Museum, the City of Adelaide - but it never
mentionsthe Historical Society.




Even street signs, you know, like the directions
as you're driving around, you see the sign
saying “Clipper Ship this way” and the
“museum precinct this way.” But there’s
nothing that I saw that -

“Port Adelaide Historical Society this way.”

Sarah: Yeah!

We've had discussions with the council. They're
redeveloping the council precinct. And they're
looking for community groups to participate in
some of the empty buildings. But there are
conditions and they include just a five-year
lease.

Meredith: Yeah, short-term leases. And you don’t want to
move in ahd then have to move out again.

We've got to move everything from here then
five years later - like with [our previous
location in] Semaphore, they say, "No, end of
lease, out.” <laughs>

Meredith: Yeah. So then you have t¢ move everything
out and -

Don’t have the resources to do that.

Meredith: So it has 1:6 be a permanent solution.
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Sarah: Because that’s the thing here, at least it’s
permanent. So it might not be an ideal location
but you know that you have a base-

Meredith: And we own it, so it can’t be taken from you.

So we've got a capital investment. ... But much
as I love this venue, I'd sort of still prefer it to
be more central.
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It was just a mental stimulus to look forward rather
than backwards.




We did a SWOT analysis as a start. And it’s all there
in the plan. It's all recorded. But it hasn't been really
followed up. It was a few years ago now, and
probably the president or the committee at the time
really didnt — we tried to make it not too corporate to
lose interest in. But it needed to be revisited at every
meeting, and it sort of got off the agenda and then -
yeah, so alf too hard.

But it identified what we thought were the — well,
exactly this sort of thing [that we are doing in the
zine-making workshop].
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Sarah: How would you summarise the strengths of the
Historical Society? What are the things it does
well?

David: We're not doing too bad with members and visitors
at the moment. We've got all this stuff, catologues.
And we're starting to be able to help people [with
their local histery enquiries] ... it's good that we can
actually help, and we get that feedback. So we're
able to do that sort of stuff pretty well.

Sarah: And having got on top of the cataloguing and |
digitising, that's helping all of that? s
- $
me28C Nm;— W 80 e s
2 2. David: We can do it because we've got it all.
s vassst a1 e L] e
P | think [people are] largely buying [membership] for
e the magazines. So | think having o strong editoriol

e -~ team for the Portonian could be one thing [we are
doing well] ... | think that magazine is a real
strength and one of the real attroctions.

I've been trying to change the thinking from
“become a member and get involved” to “just
becoming a member is helping us enough’. Just
pay your membership fee -

‘ '7 ’ - -: ]' ‘ - \ : $ »3
Fl o . e .
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Sarah: So they become a member, and that gets them the .
subscription te the Portonian. ‘

By email these days. Yes. So, by b@coming a

member, you help the Society. | think that is

actuolly a selling point. . =T y
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Sarah: On a scale of one to 10, one being low, 10 being high, how
resilient do you think the Historical Society is?

=3

David: It’s probably as strong as it's been for a long time. We went
through some really bad years. They had a period when
they were offering life memberships far 400 bucks just to
break even. Of course the problem with that is we’re still
sending [them] ali the magazines and they’re not paying. |
think from a business point of view, that’s not a great idea.

U AN  seemgmensoesmss U0 |

The Society struggled with the rent on 119 Semaphore
Road, but then they got the place at Semaphore, but of
course that didn’t have enough roomto store all our
artefacts so they gave them away to the History Trust. ...
Someone took ail the photographs out of the frames and

threw the frames away so they could $tore them better. Oh, 8
it’s a crime.

VI g
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Sarah: Gosh! So back then, what would you have said the score was
for resilience?

( V.'Iv' '

: David: Oh, very low, they went through a very low period. ... It
would have been quite low.

; Sarah: E | g
\ arah: Even lower than five maybe? \
-‘ - y :' % "'. "

.




by with a few things I|ke that.

mm \_m: WK

Sarah: So they maybe were even down at a three on the resilience J,
scale? They were getting into struggle street.
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Sarah: So now you say you’re more up around seven, or higher
even?

David: As long as I'm alive, we're pretty good. We've got more
volunteers and more active people than we’ve had in many,
many years. The big risk is me dying.

David: Well, I've got to get some people to do some of the things I'm
doing, not because | can’t do them, but there are things
only | know about that are quite important and | dont know
how — every step | take | try and document it. =




Sarah: What do you think arc the challenges that the organisation is
facing? -

David: Oh, succession, it’s got to be top of the list. That’s what we
do rcally need.

Sarah: Yep, getting people to be putting their hands up.

David: Seriously, if I dropped dead tomorrow the whole thing would
comge to a grinding halt, which is not good. I don’t know wha
you do. You do too much. and vou do more harm by doing
too much. I haven't got lots of family to worry about so I can
put lots of time in, it’s not even a stretch. ... I've got the time,
at the end of the day.

The problem, particularly in the IT area. is how you pass the
knowledge on. I started showing all the $creens to [another
volunteer]. He’s capable of picking that up. But if you're not
doing it, you forget.everything I tell you. You've got to be
thrown in the deep end to some extent and actually do it. And
it’s hard to document everything.

How do you make a new card? Those things boot up on a
card and vou program that with — just program it and get the
file from there. Documenting to that lcvel is pretty hard. And
how do vou write it? What skill level is this person? So I've
got all our minutes and all the documentation up in
SharePoint. ... That’s all |in] there, butthere's only a couple
of pcople who have ever logged on to it, other than me.
[Some volunteers| talk about it, but really don't put the time
in. [One voluntcer] did it immediately with no problems. So
while she was volunteering here [regularly], ... she logged in
there and if I said, “Oh, just put the filcs in there in
SharePoint™, she’d be, “Not a problem.” So vou need some
people with a bit of tcchnical nous. They don’t have to be
whizz-kids, but you've got to have something for them to do
in SharePoint. And using it, and managing it, is different
people. and for mé to get that person to Continue to manage it.
it’s not that hard, but, so -




.. the other day when I rang David .. and he
didn’t answer, which is rare. And he didn’t return

my call ... “oh, T hope he’s not crook.”

Sarah: Yeah, what happens?
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Meredith:  It's not even just the technology, 1 don’t think.
I've had reason to pause ovel the last couple of
weeks ancl think about who knows what and
whatever. How we would - e talked about the
sustainability of roles within the group, but it just

hasn’t happened. It just seems like such a

mammoth task to passon what somebody knows..
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David: All these screens, I've got 10 of them ... are run by little
Raspberry Pi's. They're about that big and cost about
100 bucks. ... And they are all based in the Cloud, so |
can program these screens from home, from
anywhere. And | can put them on timers ... In these
four screens, there's five of these PowerPoints and
there’s about 600 pictures in that lot. ... the Raspberry
Pi's, we bought them progressively over time. And all

the little screens I've got from a Rotary re-purposing
project I'm involved in. ...

A
Sarah: So this is amazing to be viewing in a smallish space:

you have the option for people to see a Iot of engaging
images and information.

David: If | can get them to sit down while they watch it. ... If
they want to lool at these screens, if they sat down
and watched — there’s 84 on that one, there’s 181 on
that one. [Images change] every 30 seconds. So they
could potentially spend a long time in here, but that's
not what happens generally.
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It was the West Torrens Historical Society, who have
a lovely collection that was well supported by the
council. ... 50 they have quite 2 lot going for them,
Yet they struggled too with membership and
volunteers.

And so they !"OUJHP people together?
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1 . David: They breusht a whole lot of other societies together.

%
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Robyn: However, it didn't go much further than that. Had a
couple of meetings and they got [History Trust of]
South Australia’s History Advocate along for a
question and answer. But we haven’t heard anything
for ages. ...

™ - ta
. .
-, . .
1 S o~
L e
. L
»

The History Trust runs a Museéums and Collections
Program. But that's aimed at getting everybody ta
come closer to the Australian standards. It doesn't
extend to getting people together. ... So it's about
the collections, it's not about the Society’s and their
sustainability.
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lan: That's where it should come from.

Yeah, that’s where it should come from.

The History Trust should be really driving the health
of organisations like ours. y




. What | hope for the future of the

Port Adelaide Historical Society is ...




1 think we've got to keep building the financial base. ...
The reality of life is, wé can’t grow in other ways until
we're comfortable, and we're not comfortable when we've
got a budget [with a shorifall]. We made a tough move in
increasing the membership fees ... Now we need to come
up with another one or two events that matie up the
difference. ... What T'm saying is that income is actually
quite fragile 80 we need some other forma of income. ...
But the more we raise our profile, the more that will
happen. T've got to do some more work on Google flds and
atuff. So our first - we've got to become financially stable
and the rest will come.
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PORT ADELAIDE HISTORICAL
SOCIETY MUSEUM |

i Presents: | P |

- IMAGES OF THE PORT

| PAST, PRESENT & BEYOND
e -Wart of the South Australian History cht_ix"al.”

Journey Through Time

Rare artefacts & archival photographs
spanning over 150 years
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 If things go well for Port Adelaide
Historical Society and a long-term

future looks possible,
M the signs of success would be ...
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