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Please accept this toolkit as an invitation, an invitation to engage and an invitation to be a
part of Gecko’s learnings. Gecko is a learning organisation and we are continually working
to develop and improve, this tool kit is part of this learning. We welcome your input.

http://www.geckotrust.co.nz
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Kia Ora,

By picking up this toolkit, you are showing that you care about your local community
and environment and want them to be better. Thank you!
Our neighbourhoods are full of people just like you, who with a small amount of
encouragement and advice can make a difference in their communities. All of our
outdoor spaces contribute to both our own mental and physical well-being, our
community’s well-being, and provide important ecological services such as clean water,
air and habitat for wildlife. At Gecko, we often hear residents get a real surprise when
they learn that their neighbours also care and are willing to help. Sometimes people are
even surprised they’re allowed to take action – yes, you’re allowed to remove weeds in
your local reserve!
What people often don’t know is that support, advice and resources are available to
help, and that the process of doing something for your community is rewarding in many
ways.
The Living Neighbourhoods program supports communities to create beautiful
environments in which to live. This toolkit has been designed to give you a framework,
ideas for how to connect with your neighbours and/or set up your own Living
Neighbourhood with the help of a free Gecko facilitator. You will find advice and
inspiration to help you become an effective community voice and the spark for positive
change in your own neighbourhood!

There’s a million motivations to achieve the same goal and a million roles that play a
part in achieving it. You community needs your motiviations and role in the effort to
make change, to be Kaitaiki (guardians) of your neighbourhood.

Kia kaha and good luck

All the team at Gecko

www.geckotrust.co.nz
http://www.geckotrust.co.nz
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I have an idea to improve my neighbourhood – what do I do?
•
•

If you want to support you community, you can achieve this through working together
to improve your local environment
If you want to improve your local environment, you can achieve this through working to
support your community

If there’s a part of your local environment or community that you would like to see improved, go
for it! You CAN make a difference. We find that small steps often lead to great things, and we
simply encourage you to take that first step on the journey.

1. Mull your idea over with a few other people. Chat with a neighbour, a partner, fellow dog
walkers, other parents in the playground, etc.
2. Identify the strengths of your community. What makes you unique? What do you have
that you’d like to protect? Who can help you?
3. See if you can gather some support for your idea – who can help? Read on for more
advice. You might try a Gecko facilitator, a Council Parks Volunteer Coordinator or a
local community group – can you connect with something already going on? It’s a good
idea to talk with Council if your idea involves public land, they are often able to provide
resources like weedbags or plants. (See the resources section for contacts).
4. Invite your neighbourhood in – give others a chance to participate. You might want to
host a social gathering where you can open the conversation for support and other
suggestions, you might like to door knock to meet others and share some information or
ideas, or simply write a simple flyer to pop in letterboxes letting people know about
your idea and how they can contribute.
or
If you want to take things a step further (you should!), we suggest thinking big and
getting people together to define a community vision. A community-wide vision
provides a sense of identity, a point of connection and opens a world of possibility. Ask
questions like “What would you and your neighbours like your local place to look and
feel like in 20 years?” .At this point it is a good idea to discuss the best way to
communicate together – email, letterbox flyers or a Facebook group are some ideas.

http://www.geckotrust.co.nz
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Consider becoming a Living Neighbourhood. A free Gecko facilitator can support
you through the process of connecting your community and can give you advice to
help you achieve your ideas more easily.

‘If it weren't for Beyond the Fence, Bec says she probably wouldn't know her neighbours at all – many of them
are only home in the evenings and didn't have many opportunities to meet. The thought of creating an event
where you've got no idea what kind of people will turn up and how much catering will cost, often puts people
off.’ (Birkenhead LN - http://www.mentalhealth.org.nz/home/our-work/story/18/62/bec-stanley-andlinda-tisch)

What is a Living Neighbourhood?
It’s a place where people actively care about each other and their environment. Everyone who
lives there has the ability to contribute in many different ways. Projects that communities
undertake are unique and diverse, and may include; encouraging birds into the garden,
improving pedestrian safety, tackling crime, hosting a social event, or improving the health of
the local environment.
The size of a neighbourhood is defined by those who live there. It is the area in which people
feel they belong, and could be a street, a road, or a cluster of houses defined by a stream or
bordering a park or reserve. There are usually between 20-120 households in one
neighbourhood.
Sometimes several neighbourhoods within a community and ecological area come together as a
network sharing the same vision (see Beyond the Fence case study below). A network like this is
able to initiate wider community activities, events and communications, to connect with more
people, and have a greater ecological impact. It provides motivation and a community culture
for engagement (e.g. through social and educational activities) and can run larger-scale projects
such as animal pest control.

Case Study, South Titirangi Neighbourhood Network
Before adopting the Living Neighbourhood methods, 4 neighbourhood coordinators had engaged 5 - 8
households in restoration work on their streets: a total of 20-32 households. With the Living Neighbourhood
Model, they have been empowered and supported to form the STNN “Living Neighbourhood Hub”, that now
has over 300 households engaged; A dramatic increase of over 270 households. The STNN Hub has begun to
lead a peninsula wide plan, for impacting ecological outcomes across a landscape of over 1300 households.
The numbers of engaged community memebers continues to grow as the success of the neighbourhood pest
and weed
control programmes grows. Their aim is to engage over 900 households in the coming
5 years and
http://www.geckotrust.co.nz
achieve a weed and pest free peninsula.
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Who is Gecko?
Gecko NZ Trust is a non-profit organisation set up to support better social and ecological
outcomes in communities. Our motto is “people healing nature healing people”, and we believe
that a healthy relationship between nature and communities is essential to community and
ecological wellbeing. – of benefit to individuals, to communities,to the place we live, and to the
nature of the place. Gecko provides support through:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Structure
Strategy
Technical advice
Mentoring and training
Relationship brokering
And helping to build belief

Effort à Engagement à Capability à Outcomes

Your Vision
Your Community
With Support
Gecko

www.geckotrust.co.nz
www.facebook.com/geckotrust

‘People in the community are willing, but have so much on their busy plates. It is encouraging to have a back
up of support and encouragement to keep on trying.’

- Gerry Henley from Muriwai’s Living Neighbourhood

http://www.geckotrust.co.nz
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What does a Gecko’s facilitator do?
Gecko NZ Trust provides neighbourhoods with a free community facilitator to guide. This
facilitator helps initially by connecting neighbours and helping a community define a vision. A
facilitator will support a neighbourhood (usually for a number of years) by giving advice on all
you’ll need to set up your Living Neighbourhood including;
c vision development
c strategy
c structure
c environmental best practice, that is, what will work in your circumstances (e.g. weed
and pest animal control),
c brokering relationships, (e,g, with the Council)
c how to contact your neighbours
c mentorship
c leadership and planning
c resource and funding support
c putting the word out (e.g. facebook, with flyers and posters)
Gecko Facilitators also act as a sounding board and key support person for the community.
Gecko supports communities to achieve what they want, not what anyone else wants.

http://www.geckotrust.co.nz
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What does an established Living Neighbourhood look like?
§
§

§
§
§

§

§
§
§
§
§
§

There is a shared vision that is the glue that holds the community
together. Goals are developed to support the vision.
The neighbourhood believes their goals are possible and that they
can overcome barriers. The neighbourhood horizon continues to lift,
more people become involved and benefits are clearly visible,
reinforcing the community competency and changing social norms.
A small group of coordinators help guide the program.
There is a sense of belonging, ownership and pride.
The people are connected – relationships are deeply interconnected
networks of communities and places, and there is improved social
and environmental health and wellbeing.
People are aware of how the surrounding landscape affects them and
how they affect it and have a sense of responsibility or kaitiakitanga
for their neighbourhood landscape.
Information is communicated regularly through excellent
communication networks and neighbourhood connections.
Skills and knowledge transfer from neighbour to neighbour.
The community is resourceful and independent and know how to
get help.
The neighbourhood is able to organise and motivate both group
and individual action.
Meetings and events are planned and held independently.
The neighbourhood is innovative and finds their own solutions to a
problem.

http://www.geckotrust.co.nz
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What makes a Living Neighbourhood tick?
A Living Neighbourhood works best when it considers the insights below.
Involve community building and environmental guardianship. A community is made up of
the people and the landscape. A positive action within one will positively affect the other, and
vice-versa.
Lift your horizons. Many people are held back by their own idea of what is achievable – they
might only think of one small patch of bush, or feel they should do it alone. Yet it is technically
possible to work with your whole neighbourhood. A community vision not only connects people
together, it raises the bar, and many Living Neighbourhoods have achieved more than they ever
thought possible.
Good communication is essential. Of all the actions that community volunteers could perform,
communication is the most important. Without communication, no-one knows that others care,
or that they can contribute, and connections are hard to make.
Include the whole landscape, and everyone in the neighbourhood. Nature knows no
boundaries and like nature a Living Neighbourhood includes public and private land, streams,
roadsides, etc. Likewise for people, it works best when everyone is included. Invite everyone to
participate – the mix of different people in a neighbourhood is often its greatest strength.

In Birkenhead, the community connected with and engaged local business and got their support.
Together they work to educate and inspire action on controlling weeds in Birkenhead through Wine
and Weeds. They get together over wine and strategise, tell stories, updates and visions for a weed
free Birkenhead, and they get out there and make it happen!

Value all contributions. Group actions like working bees are valuable ways to upskill, educate,
and socialise, but don’t’ forget that every individual contribution helps to achieve your vision.
For example, baking, chatting with neighbours, babysitting, weeding your own property, calling
Council and designing flyers are just some of the many ways people can contribute individually
to a Living Neighbourhood vision.
Seek good advice. Knowledge is power, so the more you get great advice and learn from
experts the easier it will be to see your Living Neighbourhood vision succeed. Take advantage of
all the information (see Resources page xxx) and don’t forget to ask for help.
Use and share the knowledge that is held within your community. Find out who knows
what…the people in your community are a valuable resource of information. You might find a
communications expert, a gardener, or scientist just around the corner. Effective outcomes

http://www.geckotrust.co.nz
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come through people sharing their knowledge within the community, and this works best when
you know who to turn to for help.
Think of the big picture. How does your community fit with the surrounding neighbourhoods
and/or Auckland City? Make an effort to find out what’s happening nearby. Are there other
community groups trying to do what you want to do?
Respect what is relevant for each individual. Everyone can contribute in a meaningful way
but people participate for many different reasons. Find out what motivates your neighbours.
Being inclusive of many different reasons will reach more people. Less people will participate if
you only assume the reason (e.g. “come to a weeding bee to take care of nature” excludes people
who might be interested in coming because they want to learn more or help their neighbours).

http://www.geckotrust.co.nz
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What’s the best way to reach my neighbours? Examples of community
communication
Good communication is the most important function in a Living Neighbourhood. Have a sign-in
sheet at any event you hold, and record the names of anyone who expresses an interest while
you’re out and about in your neighbourhood.
However, the best way to get the word out is through a variety of communications channels.
When possible, try and utilise at least two of the channels below:
§

§

§

§
§

Flyers: a great way to first connect with your neighbours and ensure that everyone
knows about your group and activities. Calendars of events are especially useful as
residents tend to hold onto these and stick them to their fridge!
Posters: great to put up about two weeks before an event. Used mainly as a reminder or
in support of other communications as details are usually limited. Put these up around
roads, businesses, community noticeboards, shops, recreational centres, schools and the
local library. You can also prepare small flyers for people to take home if you like.
Community group email lists, websites and social media: Link in with an established
community webpage/social media page if there is one, or establish your own. These
come into their own when you have the contacts for the majority your neighbourhood as
they are free and generate community discussion and connection. Most community
groups use a social media page to keep in touch – e.g. Facebook.
Email newsletter: as above, this is great when you are more established and have a large
number of contacts.
Door knocking! You can’t beat the power of meeting your neighbours face-to-face.

Remember to reach out to the wider community and include local businesses, church groups,
schools, hospitals and nursing homes as well as local authorities in your communications.
As you become more established there is a tendency to simply stick with the names (e.g. email
list) that you already have. Remember that people’s capabilities and interests change over time,
not to mention people move in and out of the area, so even when you’re established it is a good
idea to occasionally include a general communications (e.g. flyer or sign) into your mix.

http://www.geckotrust.co.nz
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I’d describe Gecko as a “wind beneath our wings” type partner – quietly
supporting our vision with your resources and expertise but not asking
for anything in return. - Shelley Pikington, Bayview Living
Neighbourhood Coordinator

http://www.geckotrust.co.nz
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Some advice about working on public land and with local authorities
Public land (including parks, reserves and roads) is managed by local authorities – in Auckland,
that’s Auckland Council and its contractors. However, you are free to help maintain public land
to keep it free of pest plants and animals, and/or facilitate improvement (e.g. arrange for new
seating or better maintained paths). Anyone is able to get in touch with the relevant authorities
to make a suggestion, but those who are connected to their neighbours and put forth a
suggestion as a community will almost certainly have a better chance of success. This is another
reason to initiate a Living Neighbourhood.
The departments you might encounter, or want to reach out to, include:
§

§

§

§

§

Auckland Council Parks Department: these are the people you will most likely deal with
if you are working in a local reserve or park, and you will find that they are almost
always very supportive of any action taken to improve your local Reserve. Take the
opportunity to meet with them and discuss your issues and ideas. Invite them to your
meetings and keep them informed – or at the very least just introduce yourself and say
“Hi”. There might be an employed “Parks Volunteer Co-ordinator” and it is worth finding
out who that is for your area. Call Council’s Actionline (09) 3010101.
Contractors to Auckland Council: these might be people working in the parks or on the
roads who might look like they’re from Council, but have actually been contracted to do
a specific job (e.g. track maintenance or animal pest control). Remember this when you
see people working in your local reserve, and try to take a moment to work out who
they work for – Council or someone else. Just like the Parks Department, it is useful to
develop a good working relationship with these people too as often they are very
knowledgeable.
Auckland Council Biosecurity Officers: these people work to help manage pest plants
and animals on private land. That’s right, they are available to help residents manage
pest plants and animals on their own properties. There are only a few of these officers
so their time is limited. This is where working as a community becomes very effective as
the biosecurity officer is able to support and advise many people at the same time,
rather than individual land owners. Call Council’s Actionline (09) 3010101.
Auckland Transport: this is an Auckland Council controlled organisation (COO)
responsible for transport projects and services, including the management and
maintenance of roads and road corridors. You may need to get in touch with this
department if you are dealing with roading issues, road berms or paper roads. Call
Auckland Transport (09) 355 3553.
Your Local Board: these local politicians advocate for your community and local area,
and play a large role in how your local amenities are managed, maintained and/or
improved. They may have funding or grants available to help with a project, or may
support you with an idea for improvement. It’s a good idea to keep them in the loop by
letting them know of your activities and successes.

http://www.geckotrust.co.nz
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Does our group need a financial structure?
No, unless you are applying for grants or other funding. And even then, there are some Local
Board grants that don’t require a financial structure. If you do apply for funding that requires a
financial structure, you will often find there is an established community group in your
neighbourhood (e.g. charitable trust or community centre) that will be happy to be an “umbrella
organisation” for your group’s funding application. In this model, you apply for the funds using
your group name, under the financial umbrella of their organisation. You will need to have their
agreement to your funding application, and be happy to hold the funds for your use in their
bank account. And you will need to ensure you are happy to work with them and can trust their
financial due diligence.
There are some Local Board funds (see the next section) for which you don’t need a legal
financial structure. In this case, a couple of you from your group can simply open a bank account
for the group to deposit the funds into.

Where to find funding
To start with, you will probably find you don’t need any funding as much can be achieved simply
by coming together. However, if you get to a stage where you do need funding, you will find
there are many options available.
§ Fundraising
§ Council grants: the Regional Event Fund and the Regional Environment and Natural
Heritage Grant Program
§ Local Board grants: there are two types – Quick Response grants and Local Board grants
§ Other grants: Creative Communities Scheme (CCS), Community Organisation Grants
Scheme (COGS), the Lion Foundation, the Mad Butcher, Fonterra, Nature Heritage fund
(DOC), DOC community fund, WWF habitat protection fund, Foundation North and more
§ Partnering or sponsorship from local businesses

http://www.geckotrust.co.nz
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Useful links and resources
You are never alone! You will find there are a huge number of people and organisations
available to help with your project. These are a few of them:

§

§

§

§
§
§

Gecko NZ Trust – community facilitation and ecological expertise. These useful
downloadable documents are from Gecko, geckonztrust@gmail.com
o Checklist for organising a community activity
o Template for collecting names, contact details and information at a community
event
o Community weed strategy template (public and private land)
o Community animal pest control strategy template (public and private land)
o Being more effective by working with nature (infographics on
help/outcompete/kill weeds, 5 values of nature, etc
o Tips on running and facilitating a community meeting; dealing with different
personalities, keeping things on track, maintaining consensus
o Health and safety checklist for community event
Other information/links for environmental best practice
o AC weed control brochure links
o AC planting guides links
o AC link to information on SEA’s and convenanted land
Other information/links for community engagement and development
o Inspiring Communities: inspiringcommunities.org.nz
o The Pomegranate Center: pomegranatecenter.org
o Community Development Resource Association (their barefoot guides):
cdra.org.za
Kaipatiki Project for courses and nursery: kapatiki.org.nz
Ecomatters Environment Trust – for weedbags and ginger barrels: ecomatters.org.nz
For any illegal activity please remember to call 111

‘Gecko has also been instrumental in helping build a vibrant community spirit through promoting

seasonal celebrations and a Summer Street Party involving both residents and business owners.’ –
Linda Tisch

http://www.geckotrust.co.nz

16

LIVING NEIGHBOURHOOD TOOLKIT
A Guide to Establishing a Living Neighbourhood

Local (neighbourhood) resources and information
Local information and links are useful. Try to collate local resources, organisations and
information such as:
§
§
§
§
§
§
§
§
§

Volunteer park/reserve group
Community Centre
Local Board and relevant public sector information and contacts – local parks officer,
local biosecurity officer, Auckland Transport representative
Local funding options (including grants) and dates
Local environmental organisations
Local nurseries
Corporate volunteers or businesses willing to help
Local iwi contact
Where to find other local information e.g. about parks, history, cultural and sporting
groups

http://www.geckotrust.co.nz
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Tips for keeping it going, overcoming challenges and avoiding pitfalls.
§

§

§

§

§

§

§
§

§

Be inclusive – refer to the Living Neighbourhood philosophies. By its very nature, the
local landscape and community is shared and diverse and there can be many
perspectives to consider.
Share responsibilities – spread the load and remember to invite people to participate
in a way that is meaningful to them. Understand that people can contribute differently at
different times but that it’s important not one person is left with a burden of
responsibility.
Refer to your vision and limit your goals – having a few clear objectives at a time
helps to maintain focus, progress, and makes it easier to recognise achievements.
Keeping the vision alive by including it in your communication keeps everyone on the
same page and helps to maintain momentum. But keep a spread of goals – env & social –
helps people find what is relevant to them
Strive to make communication number one. The more your put the word out there,
the more help you will receive and commitment you will get. Include local business,
public authorities, volunteer groups, and sports and recreation groups and you will be
amazed at what happens.
Not all projects will be realised. “Pizza projects create indigestion”. Accept that your
idea might not be the one that is acted on, and that different things happen at different
times.
Keep it social! Why have a meeting when you can have a party?! Find excuses to make
meetings and activities fun – there’ll be a lot more interest in a picnic than an AGM. Get
creative and see if you can turn a “working bee” into something fun, educational or
inspirational.
Adaptability and flexibility are important for long-term and sustainable outcomes.
Over time, a group’s momentum may wax and wane and that is normal. Balance
meetings with on-the-ground activities and events that get the community involved and
feeling connected to their neighbourhood. Look for opportunities and activities that
appeal to members, and understand that some may be limited by family commitments,
physical or time constraints, or some may want to just be involved only once. Living
Neighbourhoods are about using the skills and strengths in your neighbourhood to get
the best results. As the project develops, new people with different skills will come along
and new projects can be undertaken – it is a long-term vision.
Celebrate! Share your achievements and enthusiasm with the community.
Demonstrating and sharing new skills or lending a hand can help to make significant
long lasting transformations to the spaces and people around you.

http://www.geckotrust.co.nz

18

LIVING NEIGHBOURHOOD TOOLKIT
A Guide to Establishing a Living Neighbourhood

With thanks to Denise Carkeek, Bayview Living Neighbourhood for the initial idea and
inspiring words.

http://www.geckotrust.co.nz
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What happens to a place when it becomes a
Living Neighbourhood?
§
§

§

§
§
§
§

http://www.geckotrust.co.nz

Increased sense of safety
People are more connected – this has a
big impact on how happy people are
with where they live
Children playing more outdoors
(because people know each other and
the landscape better)
Less pest plants and animals/healthier
ecosystems
Increased knowledge of local flora and
fauna
Increased pride
Improved built landscape – seats,
gathering places, etc
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