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Samuel K Dawson's Speech to Community Access, Thursday 11th November 2010,

Tonight I want to respond as a former member of the now defunct and obsolete Community Working 

Group, which as you know, was established to provide input into determining the relative values to 

be included in the Multi-criteria Analysis that was used to rank the water augmentation options in 

terms of their feasibility.

I am sure that some councillors here recall the working group, Dot, as I remember attended just 

about every meeting, Cr. Youngblutt I remember he was at one of the meetings, or was it two, anyway

I am sure such an erudite and informed man such as Cr. Youngblutt was able to furnish you with all 

the information you required to fully appreciate the comments from the community.

On the radio, Mr. Mayor, you commented that the selection process used to rank the various options 

relied upon subjective inputs. I agree, and this was also one of my criticisms. But let us for a moment

consider the nature of subjective data, or to give it its scientific name, qualitative data.

Qualitative data can take many forms, oral testimony, a conversation a phone-call or email. It is 

defined by the way people express themselves, the way they make sense of the world, it is a 

reflection of their worldview. Like someone’s faith in a deity, their beliefs are impossible to dismiss, 

even if you don’t share ...them, like for instance a belief in God, the environment or the myth of 

progress.

qualitative data can be made more objective, by a method social researchers call “triangulation”, that

is by referring to other types of data. For instance, one person’s statements are interesting, but 

unless they can be substantiated, by someone or something else, they are merely interesting. For 

example, let us take the environmental issues surrounding Byrrill Creek

For example, let us take the environmental issues surrounding Byrrill Creek, there are a lot of 

‘interesting comments’ coming from a single social group located in the area of concern. So it is 

possible to dismiss their comments as mutually reinforcing

Their comments are also supported by outside experts, your own staff, independent scientists, 

tourists, residents from other areas and so on. Then there is the physical evidence, the myriads of 

threatened species that are listed on state and federal legislation.

Therefore it is possible to say the concerns of the community at Byrrill Creek are valid and justified, 

they are not mere comments but descriptions of a more objective reality. A reality that you dismiss 

and supplant with your own subjective worldview because you disagree.

In a court of law, oral testimony is used to convict felons of a crime and similarly police 

investigations rely upon statements; subjective data, from people. Also, Tweed Council has 

embarked upon the community engagement strategy, a strategy which you have a small on-line 

video endorsing. The data collected for this strategy is also subjective – yet you endorse it.

So, how can you endorse one set of qualitative data and yet reject another? That is what is called in 

the social research parlance, bias.

From your comments, paraded in the media that dismisses the inputs into the MCA as subjective, it 



is obvious that you have not in fact read any of the information supplied to you. Neither have you 

listened with an open mind to the information given in the presentations by council staff.

The ex-CWG members received the same briefing as you did, and had shown to us, no matter how 

the numbers were computed, no matter how objective or subjective the inputs, Byrrill creek dam still 

came out last. This was the case even when community inputs were reduced to zero.

However, back to the MCA, people here may ask how do you take a person’s comments, their 

feelings and emotions and turn it into a number? Surely, if you grab another person, you get a 

different number, right?

Well, wrong. Dead wrong in fact. First let us consider surveys and political polls, they take the 

thoughts and feelings of thousands of people and present them as a neat little number, indeed the 

recent community survey commissioned by the council, which you, Mayor Skinner personally 

endorse and encourage people to participate in does exactly this.

Every single figure in the MCA was the result of hours of deliberation between different factions; pro,

anti and equivocators.

Every figure reflects as best as possible a group consensus on the issue, it takes into consideration 

the extremists from both sides, those who want the dam and those who do not, and includes the 

voices of people like myself who are wiling to consider the evidence and negotiate a compromise. 

But no doubt you have read all of that, and I am just telling you something you already know.

Mayor Skinner, you opened the River Festival in Murwillumbah but a fortnight ago, a celebration of 

the regions environment, an acknowledgement of the work done by council staff celebrated with 

fireworks and dancing.

When you became mayor you were hailed for your Green vision, and for what, what have you done 

with that promise? You have delivered nothing but disappointment, we have a council run by the 

Three Stooges, we even have the bald one! Which one are you Skinner?

Source: https://www.facebook.com/pages/The-Battle-for-Byrrill-Creek/169285973088374


