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From the WELA team
What an exciting and unexpected year this has been for WELA.
Initially planned as a time for reflection and restrategising, this past year has challenged us to
grapple with the scale of the crises at hand and step up to the response we know is needed.
As a result, we feel an enormous sense of possibility in the expanded vision and mission for WELA
that we’ve adopted. As this proposal to expand our work came directly from a WELA alumni
member, we also have a wonderful sense of WELA-in-action. Women’s leadership begetting further
leadership, and demonstrating the ripple effects of empowerment and collaboration.
WELA started in 2016 as a targeted leadership development program for women in the
environment movement.
Today, WELA exists to empower, support and fund women’s leadership for our environment and
climate action, in order to transform Australia’s response to these crises.
Like everyone else, the WELA team and our work have been directly impacted by the year’s
bushfires, and the ongoing COVID-19 situation. But with a clear focus on the future we’ve been
able to adapt rapidly to the new situation and continue to strengthen our work in the process.
We thank you — our community of WELA alumni, donors, supporters and broader community
members — for coming with us on this journey.
We’re excited to have a growing team of core and program staff join WELA over the past
12 months, bringing new skills, experience and ideas to our work.
We recognise the essential role that diverse women’s leadership has to play in reshaping a
society in which people and the planet can thrive together. It’s our role, our mission, to empower
and support that to be possible.
It’s an enormous task we have ahead of us, but not one we’ll shy away from. We look forward to
working with you over the coming years to turn that vision into a reality, for a world transformed
by wonderful women leading change.
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Our major achievements 2019–20
An expanded mission for WELA
WELA was established in 2016 as an annual leadership development program to support
women across the Australian environment and climate movements to step into their leadership.
Building on the success of this program, in 2019/20 we decided to embark on a significant
expansion of WELA’s work. This decision was made after many months of consultation with
women leaders across the environmental movement, women working for our environment from
across diverse sectors, and with WELA alumni, donors, friends and supporters.
As a result, we have a clear and focused mission and a three year plan for action.
WELA is empowering, supporting and funding women’s leadership for our environment and
climate action, in order to transform Australia’s response to these crises.
Overwhelmingly, our existing political, business and societal leadership has failed to address the
crises at hand.
It’s time for leadership change. Put simply, we will not get out of this by relying on the same
leadership that got us into it. Instead, leadership styles that are strongly networked, collaborative,
and responsive to communities will be essential in the transition to a sustainable future. Qualities
we see in abundance in women’s leadership.
In addition, to create a diverse and thriving community of women leading for our environment,
we must focus our efforts on supporting women from diverse backgrounds and sectors,
including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women, women of colour, gender diverse people
and trans women, women from regional or rural communities or working class backgrounds,
and women working in the private and government sectors and across civil society.
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Our three year plan: 2020 to 2023
Empower:
•

WELA will continue our highly successful annual leadership development program
for women from the environment and climate movements. We will build on this by
scoping and developing additional leadership development programs for women from
diverse communities and sectors.

Support:
•

WELA is creating a collaborative and supportive network and community of practice
for women environmentalists from diverse cultural communities, geographic locations,
and sectoral backgrounds. Via both online and offline activities, the community will:
-

support and encourage one another in our leadership,

-

seek and offer feedback and input to strategies, projects and campaigns, and
open doors to new opportunities, ideas and people.

Fund:
•

To address ongoing funding challenges for many women leading environmental and
climate projects and campaigns, WELA will establish a new giving circle to directly
support women-led projects and initiatives for our environment and climate action.
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From its inception in 2016 to 2020, 74 women have participated in the
WELA program. The data below captures some demographics and diversity
of participants and their work in the environment movement1
No

CHILDREN

Vic

Yes

STATE

NSW
Qld

AGE

WA
70s

30s

50s

40s

13
|
19
| 28
|

48 | 26

Sector

Reach

Grassroots
Non-Government
Organisation (NGO)

ACT

6 women identified as having Aboriginal
or Torres Strait Islander heritage

Local

Timor Leste

0

SCOPE

9 women identified as coming from Culturally
and Linguistically Diverse backgrounds

| 01

Yes

03
|

State

| 30
| 14
29

No

In addition…

Tas

01

CAPITAL CITY

10

01
3|
|0

SA/NT

16 | 28 | 1
1|0
8|0
1|

6|

20s

60s

6
48 | 2

National

International

Examples
Australian Parents for Climate Action, CSG-Free Western Sydney,
Groundswell Gloucester, Voices of the Valley

# Women
10

International

Greenpeace, Peace and Justice Studies Centre

National

Australian Conservation Foundation, Beyond Zero Emissions,
Catholic Earthcare, The Wilderness Society

27

State

Environment Centre NT, NSW Conservation Council,
Queensland Conservation Council, West Australian Forest Alliance

12

Local

Green Skills, Kooma Traditional Owners Corporation,
Zero Emissions Byron

10

2

Public Sector

Elected representatives, Local government authorities, National
government agencies, State-based service delivery agencies

9

Private Sector

Private consultancies, farm businesses, small business

4

1 Based on the role/location of each person at the start of their WELA year
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WELA’s first National Gathering
In September 2019, the first WELA National Gathering brought together over 40 program alumni
for a weekend of reflection, learning, strategising and connection.
Women came from across the country to the Fitzroy High School in Melbourne. Attendees
spanned all previous program years, giving participants an opportunity to meet and connect
with other alumni, and reconnect with their own year’s cohort. Sessions focused on feminist
leadership, campaign strategy, forward planning, skills development and personal resilience.
In evaluation, participants noted that the most impactful benefits of the gathering were
celebrating women’s leadership for our environment (including their own), reflecting on personal
growth and development since their participation in the program, and expanding their networks
of influence via reconnecting with their fellow cohort members and meeting other alumni.
Lessons from the National Gathering will also inform the development of our ongoing support
network.

WELA 2019 National Conference
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WELA online

Sherie Bruce, WELA 2020 participant, speaking at a WELA online session
Like much of the nation WELA’s work shifted entirely online in early 2020 in response to the
COVID-19 situation. This included our annual leadership development program, usually delivered
through a series of three intensive face-to-face retreats of four days each.
Our program team has ensured that the online delivery has not compromised the core elements
of support, connection and community that are central to the transformative experience WELA
creates. In addition, our online structure allows greater accessibility (for those who struggle
to travel for family or mobility reasons), a broader range of presenters to attend sessions, and
reduced emissions from travel to the program.
Participant feedback regarding this shift has been overwhelmingly positive. WELA is investigating
options to continue some online program elements in future.
WELA 2020 continues in the new financial year, with 20 wonderful women from across Australia
participating. With two indigenous participants, one woman currently exploring her indigenous
ancestry, and another two women of colour in the program, this has been our most culturally
diverse cohort yet, bringing great richness of wisdom and experience to the space. Our growing
focus on cultural diversity compliments our strong and enduring support for age diversity within
the WELA community.
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A WELA digital community
Over the past 12 months we’ve consolidated our Facebook presence, and have been piloting a
new approach to engaging and building the WELA community through online workspaces.
While these platforms are in their nascent stages for WELA, we recognise the significant potential
for online platforms to provide space for women from diverse communities, locations and
sectors to work together and support one another in their leadership.
Our Slack workspace in particular has proved of value to our 2020 participants, and we are
planning a supported expansion and training program for this tool in the coming year.

WELA cocktail evening May 2020

WELA: IMPACT REPORT 2019–20

7

Thank you
This expansion of WELA’s mission and work would not be possible without the generous
support of the WELA community.
•

In particular, we thank The Green Institute, who have hosted the WELA program
over the past four years. Their support has been unwavering as we’ve grown and as
we look to a very different future for our work ahead. We could not have got here
without you.

•

We thank our volunteers, interns and alumni who have been at the heart of WELA’s
work, and remain central to our future.

Our funders are the backbone of what we do. Your confidence in our expanded mission,
and your recognition of the strategic value of women’s leadership for our environment and
climate action is the lynchpin in making this possible.
Thank you for your faith and support as we seek to significantly expand our work. In particular,
we would like to thank the following foundations, trusts and individuals for your support in
2019/20.
Diversicon Environmental
Foundation
The Lord Mayor’s Charitable
Foundation
Pip Walsh and Andrew Cox

Margaret Henderson

Monique Conheady

Senator Janet Rice

Kathryn Kelly

Julie Armstrong

Libby Harper

Joan Staples Crisp Nominees

Bernadette Thomas
Senator Mehreen Faruqui

Stephen Whately

Elaine Martin

The Fouress Foundation

Senator Larissa Waters

Melliodora Foundation
Community Impact Foundation

Karen Alexander OAM and
David Neilson

Felicity Wishart Legacy Fund

Margaret Blakers OAM

Pace Foundation

Millie Rooney

William Mackey

Graeme Wood Foundation

Vanessa Petrie

Matt Prowse

Water Dragon Foundation

Cecile van der Berg

Bren and Geoff Weatherstone

Camille Goodman
Dr. Helen Szoke AO
Catherine and Rob Money
Khorshed Khisty
Vinod Khisty

We also thank our families and friends, who enable us to do this work, who value and enable
women’s leadership and who are our inspiration for the future we’re creating together.
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The WELA story
WELA was born out of an Australian Research Council funded project exploring
Diversity in Leadership: Australian women, past and present. This project revealed the
vital role that women play in the environment movement, their poor representation
in leadership positions and the lack of support for those aspiring to take on
leadership roles. We realised that for the environment movement to succeed,
women — who are its backbone — must succeed. Hence, WELA.
The first WELA leadership development program was established in 2016.
In 2020, we recognise the need for our work to significantly expand in response to
the growing environment and climate crises and urgent need for change.
WELA is hosted by The Green Institute, a not-for-profit organisation that works to
support green politics through education, action, research and debate. The Green
Institute is a Deductible Gift Recipient.

WELA is dedicated to Jane Elix, Louise Crossley and Felicity Wishart,
women leaders who made a difference and inspired WELA
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WELA acknowledges the Traditional Custodians of this land
on which we live and work — the Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people of this nation. We pay our respects to
elders past, present and emerging, and acknowledge that
sovereignty of this land was never ceded.

www.welaprogram.org.au

Contact: Victoria McKenzie-McHarg, WELA Strategic Director
victoria@wela.org.au
phone: 0428 480 409

