
Museum of Lillydale to Yarra Ranges Regional Museum: who is it for?
I must stress that this is about a work in progress, and as such will often pose more questions than deliver answers. What it will do, though, is to use a real life situation to map out some of the opportunities, challenges and tensions which any new or redevelopment museum building project may encounter. The museum’s role as both a community asset and as a cultural tourism product are central to this discussion. 
Setting the scene

The Shire of Yarra Ranges is located on metropolitan Melbourne’s eastern fringe. Yarra Ranges’ population is currently estimated at 150,000 people and it covers an area of almost 2,500 square kilometres (ABS, Estimated Resident Population, June 2007). Yarra Ranges is the seventh largest local government area in Melbourne in terms of population size and the largest in area.

The Shire balances a mixture of urban and rural communities. Around 70% of Yarra Ranges’ population live in the ‘urban’ areas of the municipality that represent approximately 3% of its landmass. The rest of the population is distributed throughout the remaining area. There are over 55 suburbs, townships, small communities and rural areas within the Shire, making it one of the most diverse of any municipality in the State.

The town of Lilydale has a population of 14,500 and is approximately 1 hour from Melbourne.
Tourism

Victoria’s main branding tool has been the ‘Jigsaw’ Campaign for a number of years. The State is divided into a number of geographic areas and each has been branded with a particular focus (or several) in order to entice visitors and give them some idea of the broad nature of that location. The town of Lilydale sits as a major gateway to the Yarra Valley and Dandenong Ranges which attracts 2.9 million visitors annually. Food, wine and outstanding natural beauty are the major tourism attractors. 
Museum of Lillydale - the beginning

The Lilydale and District Museum was officially opened on 12 June 1976 by Lady Vestey – grand-daughter of Dame Nellie Melba. The museum is located in the original Shire offices built in 1889 and was managed by the Lilydale and District Historical Society, themselves formed in 1971.
The museum is firmly focussed on local historical themes as relevant to the town of Lilydale and its surrounding district. The collections reflect the fact that Dame Nellie Melba, the iconic Australian opera singer chose to make this area her home, and is now buried in the local cemetery. Coombe Cottage is currently inhabited by her grand-daughter and many Melba objects have been donated to the museum by Lady Vestey. 
In the late 1980’s, in discussions with the Shire of Lillydale, the Historical Society transferred the collections and financial responsibility for the museum to the Shire. A Museum ‘Board of Management’ was established in 1989, and later that year the first paid Curator was appointed.
The Historical Society maintained a strong connection with the museum through providing volunteer support and using it as a base for historical research and enquiries. 
The middle years 
There was a determination to extend the existing museum building. By 1992, a Museum Trust had been formed to spear-head public fund-raising for this new building work. Politics, in the form of a reorganisation of Victorian local government Councils, causes the redevelopment to be abandoned as planned. Instead a ‘first phase’ is undertaken in 1994/6 to provide a new reception and retail area. This new area is opened by Lady Vestey in December 1996.

Fundraising efforts continue, with a great deal of success at this stage. 2001 marks the 30th anniversary of the Lilydale and District Historical Society.

Plans for the new museum are redrawn, and an event is held at the home of a prominent philanthropist to launch the project formally in late 2002.  Again there are delays as local, State and Federal government financial contributions are unable to be positively committed. 
Applications for funding are formally submitted for yet another variation of the project in 2005. However, the community fundraising effort (which has raised almost $500,000 by this time) is now floundering. Constant delays and perceived prevarication have had an adverse effect and there is now doubt as to whether the project will ever get off the ground.
To the present day

The applications for government funding have emphasised the cultural tourism and economic development benefits of a redevelopment of the existing Museum of Lillydale. Additionally, recognition that the Shire is unable to provide additional museum facilities elsewhere in the region has resulted in a shift of focus from just the town of Lilydale to a desire to reflect the Yarra Ranges region and its cultural heritage. 

In 2005, the Council approves a capital project bid of $2.1 million for the redevelopment of the museum.

The first of the government funding applications is approved in late 2005. Two others follow in 2006, and although the total is less than requested, it is agreed to move forward with the overhaul of the existing architect’s plans for the building. The existing museum premises are closed to the public at the end of 2006 to prepare for the expected building works in early 2007. The Museum of Lillydale is now preparing to transform into the Yarra Ranges Regional Museum. However, continuing issues with the budget means it is June 2007 before the plans are finally submitted to the formal planning process and statutory public notice given. Following receipt of a number of objections, another 8 month period of delay is experienced as democratic processes are exercised. Eventually, in February 2008, the detailed design process is able to begin. In October 2008 the package is put out to tender with an expected start date of February 2009.
Summary of current situation

The journey outlined above has impacted on the project in a number of critical ways – both positive and negative. The passage of time in particular has become a two edged sword. On the one hand, there is a level of disengagement by some of the earlier passionate community members – a disbelief that the project will actually happen at all. Conversely, the premature (as it turned out) closure of the existing museum provided a window of opportunity to develop and implement the ‘Roving Regional Museum’ – introducing the concept of the new museum as having relevance across the Shire. An as yet unresolved tension focusses on the Museum of Lillydale’s former emphasis on local and family history research as the primary activity of the museum. The stated intention of the regional museum is to focus on objects and their stories as the principal method of engagement with visitors, rather than written historical records. There are ongoing discussions with the local network of historical societies to examine ways of streamlining access to information for visitors who wish to follow up on these types of enquiries. It is also hoped to introduce a series of ‘how to’ workshops and sessions hosted by volunteers from these groups to enable others to learn research skills.
On a practical note, cost escalation (with no consequent increase in the budget) has now been offset by the current global economic situation and the timing of the tender for the building works.
Next Steps
The project now stands with a number of established parameters, the most important being that the scope and scale of the physical building is now known. 
Business and operational plans are being reviewed to reflect the final physical shape of the project, and to incorporate current political, environmental and industry imperatives.
The focus is now on what the new regional museum will deliver to its visitors and users when it opens in late 2010. 
This is also the point where the stated mission, aims and objectives of the museum have to be translated into an ‘on-the-ground’ experience.

Yarra Ranges Regional Museum
The museum aims to be a ‘regional hub’ - that is – both a point of orientation and introduction to the area and its character for all visitors, but also providing support for the other museums and heritage attractions within the region.
The museum has collections which relate to Dame Nellie Melba – principally focussed on the person rather than the performer, and including items of national and international significance; viticulture – the earliest Yarra Valley wineries date from 1838; local history with a good photographic collection; and a small agricultural collection relating mainly to the local horticultural industry.
There are a wide range of other cultural heritage attractions in the region, including three volunteer operated museums; TarraWarra Museum of Art; Puffing Billy Tourist Railway; Gulf Station – a National Trust rural property; and seventeen local historical societies, currently supported through a Heritage Network.  
Community Engagement
The Roving Regional Museum (RRM) program has set out to raise awareness of the new regional museum project; to engage local residents with aspects of their cultural heritage through a series of mini exhibitions; and to actively involve members of the local community in the museum.
‘Flying Objects’ was the first project in the Roving Regional Museum program. Simply, it comprised a series of 10 themed exhibitions – from the environmental pest of feral cats, to toys and games from the 1950’s to 1970’s – which travelled around 10 venues in the Shire ( ‘flying’ from one venue to the next, hence the name) over a 14 month period. The exhibitions were accompanied by a request for viewers to write on supplied postcards any memories / feelings / thoughts and/or observations and to ‘post’ them to the next community along the line. The venues were libraries, neighbourhood / community houses (Adult education centres), other cultural facilities, educational establishments and administrative centres. An additional benefit to the museum was the requirement to start building relationships with the venue managers.

This was followed by ‘Closet Collectors’ – an invitation to anyone who had a private collection and who was brave enough to share their passion with the community!  Eight collectors comprised the initial first round, chosen by a panel of community members. Collections ranged from weights and scales to wrenches and depression glass to coat hangers. Evaluation showed that of the 40+ expressions of interest received, only four people had ever had contact with the museum before. There is currently a ‘Kidz Collectors’ version on show for collectors aged 12 years and under. 

The RRM program will continue while the redevelopment takes place, with a new element coming on stream in 2009. The ‘Memory Bank’ project is about images and stories – in this case, only post 1950 images. The museum currently has a good collection of local photographic images. However, like many other museums, I suspect, post 1950 there are relatively few.The Memory Bank uses trained volunteers to go out into the community to digitise personally chosen significant images and collect the accompanying stories. In early evaluation, it is interesting that almost everyone sees a relevance to themselves in this project – particularly as there is no upper date – today is just as relevant as 1950!

An outdoor community event to be held in Melba Park, beside the new museum building and focussing on objects and the stories behind them is also in planning for late 2009. The twin aims are to make people aware of the physical site of the museum and that there is a new era on the way; together with an opportunity for ‘community collecting’. (Community collecting in this context means recording – with permission – the details, stories and location of objects which the museum may borrow for future exhibitions). 
All of these activities have a community involvement element, and are intended to give community members opportunities to input to content now and in the future.

In 2006, in a paper delivered by Sherene Suchy
 at a previous INTERCOM Conference, reference was made to a ‘cultural consumer reference tool’. This was in the context of cultural consumers making decisions about how to invest leisure time, physical energy and money – the choice depends on the consumer’s perception of what might feel good. This feeling constitutes ‘emotional value’.
“The tool has seven criteria: context (the process of physically locating the museum), communication (navigating through the museum); creativity (connecting with exhibits); collection (memories made around exhibits); celebration (appreciating cultural diversity); cuisine (resources to sustain energy); and community (insights about the local culture).”

These seven criteria are being used to inform the content and structure of the museum fit-out to enable us as far as possible to build in ‘emotional value’ to pave the way for a new level of community engagement with the redeveloped museum.
Cultural Tourism
‘Authenticity’ is a word that is frequently seen in conjunction with the term ‘cultural tourism’. Given that the basis for all museum collections is ‘the real thing’, this is a strength that the regional museum can use with the tourism market. However, other critical elements will be to get the product right (and that will require further research); marketing and communication and to develop partners and partnerships with others both in and outside the cultural heritage industry. Some obvious examples are the annual Melba Festival in the Yarra Valley. Principally a vehicle for classical music performances, many of these are packaged to provide a half day or evening entertainment. The museum will be able to provide a venue in its own right, but can also work with others to add value to a range of complementary experiences. The Athenaeum Theatre Company is located next door to the Museum in the former Mechanics Institute. The redevelopment will see a physical co-location of the buildings, sharing new toilet facilities. The introduction of a café to the museum introduces the possibility of pre-theatre dinner packages; it also allows us to develop daytime use of the theatre for museum related activities. Tours of the former Mechanics Institute building (where Dame Nellie Melba performed) can also add another dimension to the stories in the museum.   
Paramount to our success as a tourism attraction will be customer service (including tourism information) and the whole visitor experience on site.
Given that the redeveloped museum will have a relatively small area available for the core displays, what stories and, just as importantly, what storytelling techniques will have the greatest impact on both tourists and local residents to prompt repeat visits? (For the purposes of this paper, ‘tourist’ is defined as any visitor who is a non-resident of the Shire). Although this will not be the only method of engagement with visitors, it seems fundamental that the core displays provide an entertaining, informative and engaging experience. Any advice gratefully received!
Temporary exhibitions provide another dimension in terms of attracting tourists and the local community. Here, possibly more than anywhere else, will be the need to ensure the ‘authenticity’ factor. The available space is small, so exhibitions that are attractive to specialist interests and form part of a bigger package are set to be the aim, together with themes which explore the region’s stories in more depth.

Conclusion
This museum redevelopment process is providing a number of opportunities and challenges. These can be summarised as follows:

Opportunities

· The lack of a building for what will be almost 4 years has presented an opportunity to introduce the change from one museum (focussed on Lilydale) to the other (with a regional focus) more gradually. It has also allowed planned museum activities across the region to introduce an element community involvement in the museum activities.
· Project delays have offered unexpected time to plan and implement a series of activities designed to develop partnerships and deeper relationships with a number of organisations and individuals.

· Delays have also allowed for a much needed collection audit, providing additional information about the strengths and weaknesses of the collections
· A number of outreach activities have been trialled and evaluated – providing useful information for future directions
Challenges

· Loss of passion and enthusiasm within the community for the project as it seems to be on hold

· Redefinition of relationships and roles, particularly with Lilydale and District Historical Society and other local historical societies

· To clearly define the nature of the cultural tourism ‘product’
· To identify the most compelling stories from an abundance of possibilities

· To provide content and engagement opportunities for not just one, but the 55+ local communities that make up the Shire of Yarra Ranges 

Physical work starts on the new building in early 2009. The task of continuing community engagement  and instilling ‘emotional value’ in the end product continues……….
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