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The Surveillance with Public Intent Vehicle was positioned in the central public mall of 
the city of Gosford on Friday 16 November 2007 from 10am to 5pm.  Over the course 
of the day the Action Researcher/Performer engaged with the public, asking them about 
their experience of the city.  Through this silent narration about place, new insights 
emerged and new friendships were formed.   
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1. SPIV Summary 
 
The design and implementation of research into the participatory city. 
 
The ‘art of conversation’ starts with strangers, face-to-face, with no words spoken.  In 
the middle of the city, yet an intimate meeting, personal, silent yet seemingly profound.  
A man approaches, inquisitive, stops for a moment and begins to read.  Addressed by a 
woman dressed in white, within a tall transparent encapsulating booth.  “Is she 
speaking to me?”  Other people gather around, “she’s writing backwards, it’s a social 
experiment, yes I have something to say about that”.  Dialogue through narrative, via a 
transparent membrane.  Identifying with unknown others, opening up site for 
consultation, “I feel like the entire city is in your enclosed booth and I am trapped out 
here in the lonely world”.  Conversations spill onto the pavement and wander down 
the street into the shopping mall, debates begin between otherwise disparate and 
sometimes desperate individuals.  Friendships are formed around this new familiarity of 
site-specific thinking and feeling based on a shared local knowledge of site and 
location.   
  
Numerous questions emerge through this live interactive self-evaluative process of 
public discourse about the city, about oneself and one’s home.  Mediation occurs via a 
transducer of sorts, an individual who remains constant across all sites, the Action 
Researcher/Performer.  Transmitting information, sometimes descriptive, sometimes 
theoretical, probing for a local psyche, challenging the prevailing views, feeding back 
the accumulating data and re-engaging the often disenfranchised citizen.  Observation 
has intent, and is focussed on the detail, the specific, the idiosyncratic the otherwise 
unseen.  However this directive gaze is not aimed at social or political identification 
and classification for the purpose of exclusion.  That is, a surveillance of seeking 
difference, as a means to detect the unwanted other.  Rather, the SPIV harnesses and 
feeds on this diversity, the unpredictability of social interaction when members of a 
diverse community who would otherwise not have the opportunity to speak to one 



another come together and respond as partners in an inclusive yet challenged whole.  
Often, citizens take ownership of the work they are engaged in, discussing the aims 
and objectives with others who pass-by, encouraging them to interact as well as 
spontaneously looking after the safety and security of this SPIV for conversation and its 
occupant. 
 
A strong sense of personal satisfaction and social goodwill emerges when members of 
the community exercise this new found democratic right to have their voice heard, 
even acknowledged as a legitimate and valued contribution to an expanding social 
matrix of the city.  The uncovering/discovering of local ‘truths’ and the personalisation 
of place becomes a restorative process of community capacity building.  So much so, 
that where conversation projects have been instigated, citizens on cue complain.  They 
do not want the work to end.  The challenge therefore is to develop a sustainable 
model, sites and processes for interaction, spaces and times for listening, encouraging 
tolerance, promoting understanding, even an inspirational place, as a catalyst for 
change.  Urban conversations have the potential to instigate new social policy 
initiatives, more effective urban planning, highly dynamic and inclusive community 
programs and a unique poetry of place. 
 
 
2. Questions posed by the AR/P  
 

• “I am using my conversation booth to try and generate discussion with 
members of the public about Gosford.” 

• “Are you a local?” 
• “How long have you lived here for?” 
• “Has Gosford changed much over the years, and if so for the better or for the 

worse?” 
•  “What can we do about the ‘people-wise’ issue?” 
• “That’s drastic, are there any other solutions?” 
• “Who can you speak to, in order to get this to happen?” 
• “Can you do anything about this?” 

 
 
3. Public Response 
 

• “From what I understand a lot of events clash with each other because no one 
knows when they are scheduled.” 

• “Ok, have a good day, I hope you fulfil your wishes.” 
• “Awesome – I can see how it would, people feel better about it when they’re 

not forced to commit to conversation.” 
• “It often seems as though through celebration (arts/music etc.,) that’s where 

people can get more involved in community – relate to each other…” 
• “What would you like, thirst?” 
• “Do you want to get out?” 
• “Are you local?” 
• “Are you hot?” 
• “You don’t want to know my opinion of Gosford.” 
• “Why not?” 
• “It’s a hole.” 
• “Take the locals to Ayers Rock.” 



• “Too many junkies.” 
• “Gosford is never clean.” 
• “We need more things to do for youth.” 
• “It’s a good place for single parents.” 
• “The cost of living is a lot cheaper than in Sydney.” 
• “It’s a commuter town.” 
• “There are too many old people.” 
• “It has everything, the bush and the beach.” 
• “People just need to take advantage of what is around them.” 
• “There is a youth centre, with a lot of things going on.” 
• “There need to be more concerts or festivals in the park.” 
• “We need a monthly jazz festival in the park to bring everyone together.” 
• “I have tried to talk to the council, but they don’t listen, they are the people 

who can make a difference.” 
• “Get the methadone clinic out of town.” 
• “People get mugged on the street here at night.” 
• “It’s like a ghost town after 5pm.” 
• “All there is to do is drink and take drugs.” 
• “Dave is the person to talk to in Gosford, to get things done.” 
• “We are doing forest regeneration, there’s not much to do here.” 
• “I like it here, I have a lot of friends and family, I don’t think I will leave after I 

finish school.” 
• “It’s very relaxed here, everything goes at a slower pace.” 
• “Not really, we get in trouble with the cops, for hanging out! And we are going 

to get Maccas, nice talking to you, love Renee xxox.” 
• “All I have to say about Gosford is drugs and alcohol.” 
• “What are you going to do about it?” 
• “Why are you doing this and who is sponsoring you?” 

“Are you an undercover policeman?” 
• “Are you getting paid for this?” 
• “What is your name?” 
• “Do you do this in other places?” 

“Why did you come to Gosford?” 
• “I told him you’re a cop, he has to go to the doctor.” 
• “The city is full of junkies.” 
• “Need more security people and cameras around the city.” 
• “Are you god?” 
• “There are nice people in the community.” 
• “All the young people leave, there is nothing to keep them here.” 

“We have singed council petitions, but nothing comes out of it.” 
• “There is no consistency, no calendar of events in the city, so no one knows 

when anything is happening and often there will be three things at once.” 
• “Depends on your perspective.” 
• “Lots of low income housing, people choose to move here rather than to the 

western suburbs of Sydney.” 
• “Take my business card and have a look at my site."  

 
 
 



4. Response by SPIV Assistants/Associates 
 

• Full range of respondents. All ages and socio-economic groups represented. 
 

• Many with a limited ability to express themselves or articulate, are eager to 
converse. 

 
• Frequent expression of dissatisfaction with Gosford Council, its services and 

responsiveness to residents. 
 

• Common terminology used for source of problems: “Methadone Clinic – 
drugs”.  Blaming and demonising victims.  (Who promotes this view?) 

 
• Feelings of disempowerment – nowhere to go with problems and no ability to 

get something done. 
 

• Great environment (Gosford). 
 

• Boring (Gosford). 
 

• All left smiling. 
 

• Passers-by were drawn in, intrigued. 
 

• Eagerness for public conversation accentuated its absence, and any sense of 
ownership or enjoyment of the public space of Gosford. 

 
• The next day there was a Santa Parade.  The contrast between entertainment 

and engagement was stark.  The one-way relationship did nothing to generate a 
sustainable identification with the community.  Even the applause was 
managed by distributing plastic “clappers”.  

 
• When Astra, the Action Researcher/Performer was out of the box, there was a 

moment when it was in danger of being “tampered with” by some local youths.  
It was defended by another boy and his friends who had previously been “in 
conversation” with the SPI Vehicle.  The experience had clearly generated a 
sense of ownership of the project, and its value, and a positive relationship to 
the public space (public responsibility). 

 
• Gathering of Aboriginal people, Asians, Middle Eastern Muslims and Africans 

around the SPI Vehicle.  (Invisible groups in local demographics).  
 

• As greatly enjoyed by the homeless and marginalised as “the rest” (perhaps 
more so). 

 
 
5. AR/P Response 
 

• Locals described how the conversations that had started on the SPIV were 
continuing down the street and into the local shopping mall.   

 



• It was also suggested that local business owners and patrons were encouraging 
each other to go to the SPIV and have their say on the windows.   

 
• Many local youth returned to the SPIV throughout the day, often bringing new 

friends to have a look and encouraged them to write. 
 

• One young local man was going to have a job interview at Hungry Jacks later 
in the day and so the AR/P discussed various interview techniques with him and 
also suggested that he should come back to let her know how he went.  He 
returned twice and on the final occassion exclaimed that he had secured the 
job. 

 
• Locals appeared to enjoy the idea of speaking about their city via the SPIV, 

many of them stated that their voice was unheard and that techniques such as 
using surveys didn’t work to get community feedback. 

 
• When the AR/P got out of the SPIV at the end of the day, many locals came up 

to talk to her further about the city.  It appeared that due to the AR/Ps unusual 
yet obvious presence within the SPIV, showing an interest in people’s opinion, 
locals felt encouraged to discuss issues about their city in a relaxed and candid 
manner. 

 
• The AR/P was able to progressively communicate to locals the information she 

had been accumulating from previous conversations throughout the day.  This 
encouraged place specific data and stories to be discussed and debated.  Locals 
also continued to talk about Gosford amongst themselves around the SPIV.  The 
SPIV brought different members of the community together who might not 
otherwise have had the opportunity or willingness to speak with one another. 

• Many locals expressed their enthusiasm about the SPIV having been located in 
their city.  People exclaimed that they needed something like this to encourage 
discussion about a range of social problems in the city. 

 
• A number of people asked the AR/P what she would be doing with the 

information she was collecting about Gosford once the project was over.  Many 
locals insisted that she should take their recorded views to the council, in order 
that change could be inspired. 

 
• There was unanimous agreement that there needed to be a calendar of events 

in the centre of town so that locals could remain informed about what was 
happening.  There also appeared to be interest in the idea of a centralised 
notice board or the availability of someone who could explain to the public 
what events were happening.  It was also suggested that this information panel 
could identify interesting places to visit and significant historical aspects of the 
town.  

 
• A young man walked past the SPIV a few times, before deciding to stop and 

read what was being written.  With sensitivity and compassion he began to 
slowly write about his strong commitment to Gosford, which he attributed to 
many valued human relationships with family and friends.   

 



• A very diverse demographic of people in Gosford were interested in 
communicating via the SPIV.  There seemed to be a higher proportion of older 
people in Gosford who were eager to correspond via the SPIV than the AR/P 
had experienced in other cities.  

 
• Generally speaking there were quite a lot of negative comments about the city 

and many of these views were directed towards the Council and what locals 
described as the ‘junkies’. 

 
• The word ‘junkies’ was used incredibly frequently to describe the problems in 

Gosford, locals discussing how these people could be removed from the area. 
 

• While the SPIV was momentarily left unattended, a young woman took a pen 
and wrote her comment on the window.  It appeared that even without the 
AR/P inside, the SPIV had become understood as a object to communicate, to 
leave an opinion, to be heard and accounted for as a valued and contributing 
citizen of Gosford. 

 
 


