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BACKYARD BIODIVERSITY | MANAAKITANGA TE TAIAO

Meg Brasell-Jones

This article has been written with contributions from Catriona MaclLeod and Jenny Rock.

Design can and must be a way in which young people can participate in
changing society.

Victor Papanek!

It was as an undergraduate that | encountered the writings of designer and educator Victor Papanek. His persuasive
philosophy encouraged me to use design, not to peddle “tawdry idiocies”? but to create meaningful solutions for
social and environmental good. And, although | am no longer young, this thinking continues to be the impetus
behind my creative practice today.

Papanek (1995) identifies two fundamental changes in modern civilisation: humans have relocated indoors, and they
now have the ability to catastrophically throw the natural world off balance. This designer’s page presents visual
communication design for an interdiciplinary project that responds to the challenge of encouraging people outside,
to regenerate their immediate environments.

The mahi for this project aimed to generate a shared and enriched understanding of local (and national) ‘backyard
biodiversity'. At its core, the Backyard biodiversity | Manaakitanga te taiao project was collaborative and set out
to foster connections, develop awareness and inspire positive action. My contribution was just one part of this
joint effort that included scientists, artists, communities, individuals and their ecosystems. Commencing in 2022,
the project continued into 2023 as a nine-day public exhibit for the New Zealand (International) Science Festival
(NZISF). This interactive exhibit was designed around the theme of ‘making backyards happy spaces for us and
nature’ and was hosted by the Golden Centre Mall in the centre of Otepoti Dunedin. As well as infographics and
photography, there was an evolving programme of activities, which aimed to nurture participants’ skills and agency,
to engage with backyard biodiversity and its care.

The exhibition resources and activities were designed
by our project team working in partnership with
organisations and individuals with diverse expertise:
New Zealand International Science Festival (science
communication), Our Food Network (creating food-
engaged communities), local gardeners (sharing their
stories), Runaway Play (online games inspired by
nature), WI-links (science communication), NZ Garden
Bird Survey (citizen science), Luke Easterbrook-Clarke
(interactive art installations), Ecosystems Photography
(images and conversations to sustain Aotearoa), the
Golden Centre Mall (community engagement) and
the Photo Gallery (printing specialists). Exhibit set-up

Figure 1. Meg Brasell-Jones, Backyard Biodiversity logo, 2023.
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Figure 2. Collaborative ideation and design development space on Canva, 2023. Screenshot by Meg Brasell-Jones.
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Figure 3. Meg Brasell-Jones, Icons for project values, 2022.

and implementation was also supported by a large team of volunteers mainly from these organisations but also
young staff from Manaaki Whenua (Bobbie Rushton and Becky Parmenter) and high school student (Izzy Fyfe) who
were inspired by the project concept.

My role in this collaborative project, as visual communication designer, was to develop a series of supportive
graphics. The first stage of the design process was to share knowledge and ideas with fellow collaborators; Jenny
Rock, social artist and educator; and Catriona MaclLeod, researcher at Landcare Research. As well as face-to-face and
online meetings, the group shared ideas, images and research on digital platforms, Trello and Canva (see Figure 2).
A logo for the project was developed as an identifier for future steps, applications, and collateral related to the
project (see Figure |).A set of six values was agreed upon and an icons designed for each, to draw attention to the
qualities that could be enhanced with backyard biodiversity (see Figure 3).

The second stage of the design process was to develop visuals of fauna and flora to represent native and common
species of Aotearoa New Zealand. The brief for these images was to capture the unique characteristics of our
natural environment, in a simple and vibrant manner. The first creature to emerge was the pepe para riki, a small
endemic butterfly commonly found in coastal habitats. The backyard biodiversity family then grew to include a range
of insects, birds, skinks, frogs, fungi, garden features and plants (see Figure 4). As the image catalogue of species grew,
so did assets — to compliment scenes of thriving backyards. This included elements such as ponds, compost heaps,
pest control devices and gardening equipment. The idea was to make a connection between the regeneration of
available green spaces and the benefits to people and planet. Importantly, the design assets for this project, initially
created to visually populate a flourishing backyard, became part of a library of images to apply across print and
digital media. As a shared resource, these will be available to enhance further science communication and elicit
engagement into the future.
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Figure 4. Meg Brasell-Jones, A few of the digital illustrations for backyard fauna, 2022.

To articulate concepts of biodiversity beyond individual species, a series of six infographics were created; each focusing
on a particular element of backyard biodiversity; Ground Cover, Trees and Shrubs, Vegetables, Flowers, Envirotools and

Herbs. Each graphic was designed to highlight ways to enhance backyards and explain why, for example, growing
vegetables can help us be more self-sufficient and reduce food miles or express our identity through those plants’
geographic and cultural history (see Figures 6 and 7). Other supportive material included a series of 34 small
information cards. Each ‘seed idea’ focussed on a specific action or plant to grow within a given garden layer, and the
multidimensional benefits those could deliver. These were used as prompts in workshops run by Jenny Rock, with
students from Carisbrook Intermediate School (see Figure 5). Finally, exhibition graphics were developed to engage
visitors during the NZSIF. These large-format visuals were used to draw people in, but also served as an interactive

Zinnias & Sunflowers

Zinnias & Sunflowers

Flowers can connect us to our
cultural identity:

First grown by the Aztecs, zinnias
come from North America and
Central/ South America.

Sunflowers are also native to North
America and have been cultivated
there for ~5,000 years.
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Vegetables can provide
connections to our cultural identity:

Leeks originated in central Asia,
but have been consumed by many
cultures since ancient times (from
Egyptians to Romans).

They are one of the national
emblems of Wales & also
South West Romania.

Figure 5. Meg Brasell-Jones, Information cards, 2022.
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Provide highly nutritious
food that can be grown
without harmful
chemicals.

Allow us to say

money
[

be res lo
rising food costs & supply
disruptions. -

Reduce food miles and
plastic packaging. so
reduces our

carbon footprint.

Caring for the land is
mutually nourishing.

Connect us to our
places and Attract pollinators and other
cultures. beneficial insects.

Give us a sense of achievement by
working outside and growing a
beautiful vegetable patch.

We can care for the soil
and water and biodiversity all
combined by making our garden
vertically multi-level and ft even a
‘small backyard.

Atree planted for food, provides shelter
for birds and insects and can have
growing under and around it: ground
cover (habitat for ground-dwelling
biodiversity). and vegetables, herbs
and flowers (edible for us and other
animals).

Invasive pests like rats, hedgehogs, possums and wasps compete
with and even predate on many birds, lizards, and native insects.

Different kinds of traps that we bait and check often can control all
of these pests. For ex: rats eat birds, seeds, snails. lizards, fruit,
weta, eggs. chicks, larvae. fruit, veg and flowers.

‘The varied diet of rats makes them competitors with native
wildlife for food sources.

Composting saves a lot of money
otherwise spent on rubbish collection.
ing soil rs and

&on buying soil fert

I
30% of all food grown on earth i wasted! Food waste is the largest component of all
the materials going to landfill.

Composting food waste enriches the soil with nutrients, helps retain moisture and
suppress plant diseases & pests (reducing our need for chemical fertilizers and
pesticides).
By minimising landill we reduce emissions of the greenhouse gas
methane.

Figure 7. Meg Brasell-Jones, Envirotools, 2023. A0 infographic.
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Taiao ora | Healthy nature @ Whenua ora | Healthy land

Kaitiakitanga | Guardianship @ #

@ Tangata ora | Healthy people

ACKYARD

Figure 8. Meg Brasell-Jones, Exhibition banner; 2023.

Mauri ora | Life, energy and vitality
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opportunity. A vertical pull-up banner
communicated the project’s values, as well
as its themes, via a kawakawa leaf. Known
for its medicinal and nutritional properties,
this endemic plant species became a
symbol of beneficial backyard engagement
and was used to showcase the six areas
of engagement (see Figure 8). This graphic
device was also used on social media, and
the project's accompanying website. A large-
scale horizontal graphic was used to wrap
around the exhibition kiosk in the Golden
Centre Mall. This also helped draw attention
to the exhibition, while simultaneously
acting as a suggested outdoor scene, for
participants to add stickers to, from the
catalogue of illustrated flora and fauna.
Over the course of the exhibition, a thriving
backyard evolved. Four large, AO posters
(see Figures 9-11) were also collated and
displayed, to inspire action and to celebrate
the input from others in the community;
Inspiring Art (from printmaking workshop
participants), Inspiring Gardeners, (stories
of people already making a difference in
Otepoti Dunedin), Inspiring Images (selected
from Ecosystems Photography) and Creating
Food-Engaged Communities (with tips for
success).

For me, Backyard biodiversity | Manaakitanga
te taiao yielded several useful benefits. First,
collaboration and sharing were key to the
success and reach of this multi-disciplinary
project. Early on, it became clear that
Catriona, Jenny and |, all possess a strong
interest in ecology and creativity. This dual
focus fuelled a vigorous cross-fertilisation of
ideas and collective output. Online platforms
enabled us to share knowledge, brainstorm,
ideate and develop ideas. This ensured a
connected approach, despite each of us
being simultaneously engaged in various
other projects, and at times, in different
places around Aotearoa New Zealand and
abroad. In this way, we were able to capitalise
on each others resources, relationships,
expertise and energy.
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INSPRING GARDENERS

Otepoti Dunedin
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INSPRING TMAGES

Ecosystems Photography
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INSPRING ART

Carisbrook School, South Dunedin
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Figure 12. Meg Brasell-Jones, Kiosk wrap.

A further reciprocal benefit was gained from, not only working with and learning from others in this knowledgeable
team but also from the public, who interacted with the various forms of visual communication design. The busy
location of the mall was crucial for visibility and the installation attracted a broad cross-section of people that might
not otherwise attend a specific event. Temporarily distracted from their shopping, people asked questions, wrote
down their thoughts on leaves to hang on our tree, created artwork, shared gardening stories and pondered sublime
photographs of our unique flora and fauna. They contributed to a digital book, a survey, a print-making workshop,
made their own bird masks and many other activities. Present at workshops and the mall installation, Catriona, Jenny
and | were not just researcher-creatives, we were also directly participating in science communication with the
public, of all ages and backgrounds.This reaching out to others in the community, helped us to reinforce and instigate
connections with people with both similar; and alternative ideas. A link to the annual NZISF gave the exhibition
financial support and an established platform from which to engage with everyday people. This festival continues
to be a valid way to connect humans and planet, in ways that benefit both. It also acts a vehicle to enable new
relationships, which have the potential to benefit future collaborations.

Most importantly, the overall experience of the Backyard biodiversity | Manaakitanga te taiao project helped
reconfirm for me that design sits in a complimentary space between science and art. And, that design acts as an
important catalyst for creatively sharing knowledge and bringing about positive change in our society and natural
environment. In a world exponentially impacted by modern civilisation, the sharing of knowledge and resources is
crucial to restoring an equilibrium between planet and people. In fact, we critically require not only balance, but
urgent restorative action to repair and replenish life of all kinds. With the aid of considered design, this can begin
with a conversation and a seed in our own backyards.

Figures 9, 10 and | I. Meg Brasell-Jones, Inspiring Gardeners, 2023. A0 posters.
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Meg Brasell-Jones (ORCID ID: https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8065-3527) is a principal lecturer in visual
communication design at Te Maru Pimanwa | College of Practice and Enterprise. Her research interest is in
design, social responsibility and sustainable practice. She holds a Masters of Consumer and Applied Science
(in Design Studies), a Bachelor of Arts (Art History and Theory), Postgraduate Diploma and Diploma for
Graduates in Design Studies from the University of Otago, Diploma of Teaching from the Dunedin College
of Education, Certificate in Adult Teaching from CPIT (Ara), a Graduate Diploma in Sustainable Practice, and
a Certificate in Te Mata a Ao Maori from Otago Polytechnic. Meg is particularly interested in creating, and
facilitating the making of, meaningful design for a more positive, regenerative future.

Catriona MacLeod is a Senior Researcher at Manaaki Whenua — Landcare Research. Her research focuses on
conservation ecology, drawing on functional ecology to deliver strong fundamental advances as well as applied
solutions to better inform environmental policy and management decisions. Catriona proactively seeks a
collective action approach, incorporating te ao Maori, to resolve complex socio-environmental challenges for
the benefit of all New Zealanders and Aotearoa’s environment. This often requires working at the interface of
multiple disciplines, but also draws on her strong quantitative skills and expertise in environmental monitoring
and reporting, which she has developed working across a range of biomes.

Dr Jenny Rock is a researcher/practitioner/teacher in the transdisciplinary space between science and the
arts and humanities. She holds a BA in Human Ecology, PhD in the Biological Sciences and has completed
postgraduate work in the Visual Arts. As a biologist she has researched widely on the effects of environmental
change, often on temperature adaptation. As an ecologically-focused printmaker her work has appeared in
international exhibitions, as well as within/on covers of science, art and humanities journals and texts. She
lectures in diverse aspects of science communication, as well as community-based conservation management,
and ArtScience - specifically a course ‘Seeing Ecology through Arts Practice’. Much of her transdisciplinary
work focuses on place-based research in community social arts practice for socio-environmental decision
making. Although based mostly on the Otago Peninsula, she currently holds research fellow or adjunct faculty
positions with the University of Otago, the University Centre of the Westfiords (Isafiérour, Iceland); and
College of the Atlantic (Maine, USA).

| Victor Papanek, Design for the Real World: Human Ecology and Social Change (New York:Van Nostrand, 1972), |3.
2 Victor Papanek, The Green Imperative: Ecology and Ethics in Design and Architecture (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1995), 9.
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