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DCVRE Discovery to Impact: The Ripple Effect with Ben Furmage 

Hi everyone. So, I was talking to a water industry professional recently and I said, how 
are you going? And he said, “Oh, I'm not good. One week I couldn't access my water 
treatment plant because of a fire. The next week I couldn't access it because of the 
flood.”  

I was a general manager at Melbourne Water for many years during the millennium 
drought, 13 years of drought. But, within that period we had localised flooding. We had 
extreme temperatures, we had the worst bushfires on record and we had a global 
financial crisis. How do we build our cities and foster our environments and support our 
economies in ways that build our resilience to whatever the future holds?  

That's the job of the Resilient Urban Centres and Surrounds project or RUCaS. It's the 
child of the Cooperative Research Centre taking the experiences from Australia out to 
the greater Mekong region. We have our World Cafe afterwards. So, the team out there 
can talk a little bit more about what we do, but maybe I just wanted to be different and 
talk about how do we do it. 

So RUCaS started off as a one year project for $135,000. Next, it was in one country. 
Then it was expanded to two countries for half a million dollars. Then it was expanded to 
four countries for $3 million. Still a bargain. Now it's $8 million. And we've just been told 
that we're going to be extended out to 2029. We hear these stories about big mission-
based projects that get this fantastic grant at the start of their project, and then they go 
on to do wonderful things. That's not always possible. And I guess RUCaS is an 
example of where if you think like that big mission-based project, you can actually 
populate it with funding and with outcomes over time. 

The other thing that I want to note was that RUCaS isn't a research project. It's not an 
educational program. It's not about practical application. It's all of those things in a way 
that is mutually reinforcing and in a way that responds to the unique context where we're 
working.  

So, the way that we work is to start by listening. We don't come in with a theory that we 
want to test, or we don't come in with an assumption around what the community's 
priorities are. We listen deeply, we understand what they want and we ask a bunch of 
questions. We've got eight case study sites in RUCaS, and in every single one of them, 
the problem that we are now working on is different to the one that they told us at the 
start. 

Quite often they said, “Oh, we've got a flooding problem.” They do have a flooding 
problem, but they've also got urban heat, they've got a drought problem. And the people 
with disabilities or women are not being part of the conversation process. So how do we 
respond to the right mix of education, research and practical application that is mutually 
reinforcing, and one provides an entry point for the others and builds momentum.  
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So, in each of the eight places where we started, it was different. And we've tried to get 
quick wins wherever we can to build that confidence, the trust. And so, for example, the 
case studies that we've done start by demonstrating what's possible in that particular 
location from an engineering, scientific and economic case. We're now moving into 
piloting. That piloting is building the local evidence to support upscaling. And it's 
collecting that evidence because the first version of the concept and the guideline was 
based on Australian research and Australian expertise. The next version will be based 
on local expertise.  

We have collaboration agreements with seven universities within the region. And I think 
with these sorts of things, you start by leading from the front, you quickly move to the 
middle and eventually you're at the back in a much more supporting role. So, you know, 
so the pictures above show that there's a little bit of standing up in front of a big room, 
sort of waving our arms around, saying, this is what Australia has done. But very quickly 
it gets into the collaborative space of, well, what are you doing?  

I remember once I was in Thailand and I said to them, “Well, why don't we think about a 
bioretention system? Sorry, a retarding basin with a biofiltration system in it.” And they 
just looked at me blankly and we talked about it a little bit more, and they said, “Oh, you 
mean a monkey cheek.” You know, it swells like the monkey cheeks when it's full of 
nuts. So, most of the time it's about understanding what's already working. And how do 
we support that with some good expertise and some shared learning.  

The other thing with RUCaS is that each case study started with that big sort of mission 
based project in the back of our mind. And, and we think about scaling as we do it. So 
RUCaS has been fantastic in that it's funded, provided a platform for other activities. For 
example, we've just commenced a project looking at the impacts of climate change on 
people with disabilities in this region. That started again as a small project, $136,000. It's 
now $1 million project. Once the start of it was in Vietnam, it's now been expanded to 
three countries.  

And at the same time as we're doing the research, we're also turning that into a 
curricula. So we're working with organisations for people with disabilities to build their 
capacity to advocate with fostering the local research ecosystem through collaboration 
with local unis. And we're working with the curriculum to train the decision makers so 
that they're more receptive to the more effective advocacy that is coming from the 
organisations for people with disabilities. 

And then, just finally, two other really quick examples. We are working, we have the 
director general of the Royal Irrigation Department from Thailand with us next week. 
We're looking at how do you apply nature-based solutions to address the flooding 
issues. And we've been delighted to have some really productive discussions with the 
Faculty of Engineering following a previous one of these sorts of events about how do 
we work with them in their living lab to prototype some of the concepts that we've been 
coming up with. So that, people from Thailand can come and work with us and help us 
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understand their problems, we prototype the solutions and take that back. So again, it's 
mutually reinforcing of sharing experience, ideas and production.  

And the last one is the Eastern Economic Corridor collaboration that we've got. It's the 
growth area for Thailand. RUCaS provided us the entry to this project. We're working 
with them on building a new city that will be home to 300,000 people. We've provided 
the concepts; they’ve been accepted. We're now sitting on the client side as they 
negotiate the public–private partnership.  

At the same time, we're also doing work around water resources management and 
improving the resilience. So not trying to forecast; actually having a much more flexible 
approach. And reviewing their pricing arrangements for water with a view to setting up 
an independent regulator. 

So, very busy and that's all with an FTE of less than 10. And I guess the point there is 
that we are small. And so collaboration is not something that we want to do. It's 
something that we have to do. And so again, I guess I'd leave you with the thought 
around, how do we work together? Because Monash can offer a full end-to-end solution. 
How do we work together to get the right balance of education, research and impact in a 
way that responds to local priorities and activities? And creates that mutually reinforcing 
ecosystem for impact. Thanks very much. 

 
 


