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Executive summary 
Who we are 

Formed in 2024, the Castlemaine Community Investment Co-operative (the Co-operative) is 
working to purchase and manage local properties, to take them out of the speculative real 
estate market, and make them community owned, for good.   

Our mission is to provide opportunities for local people to invest in community real estate 
assets to:  

- tackle the economic inequality being generated by outside real estate investment and 
profit extraction, and 

- ensure our valuable community assets continue to support things we value, for 
example, locally owned services and action on the climate crisis. 

To be considered by the Co-operative, a real estate asset must meet three criteria. It must be: 
- important to our community members 
- generate benefits for our community 
- be profitable to ensure community ownership over time. 

Our first successful investment: the Hub 

In 2025 we bought our first asset: the Hub in Castlemaine because it is  

- important to the community,  
- supports our environmental and sustainability organisations and small businesses not 

always available in rural towns, 
- is profitable.  

The Hub was bought using debentures, a type of loan from members that pays a modest fixed 
rate of interest. Rents from the building will pay back the debentures in 5, 10 and 15 years after 
which time the coop can decide what it would like to do with the asset and income stream. 

330 of our 560 members invested in the Hub. 

What we are doing next 

The Co-operative’s forward plan over the next year is in three parts: 

 
This business plan 

This business plan outlines: 

- Our mission, vision, criteria for investment, our first investment: the Hub, how we buy 
assets, 

- Our Co-operative structure and rules, 
- Our members investors and alliances 
- Our strategic plan for 2026. 

This Business Plan is revisited and updated every six months as we build from a bold idea to a 
powerful movement.  

Management of the 
Hub and investment

Generating member/ 
community benefits

Considering next 
investment
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1. Introduction: our community investing in its future 
The Castlemaine Community Investment Co-operative (the Co-operative) is working to 
purchase and manage local properties, taking them out of the speculative real estate market – 
and make them community owned – for good.  

We want to keep investment wealth in our town and build a vibrant, democratic, and resilient 
future for our community.  

The problem 

Disadvantage and inequality in regional communities is being turbo-charged by outside 
investors/speculators/multi-nationals extracting profit through real estate. This is driving 
prices up and sending low-income residents, service workers, and local enterprises out. Our 
local wealth departs to big cities (and the Cayman Islands) and our community risks losing: 

• its connection,  
• our services (as service workers and local businesses cannot afford the rents), and 
• our say on whether the social institutions and economic enterprises that make us 

resilient – particularly to our increasing climate events –get to exist in our town.  

We have seen other communities take charge of their assets to improve their social and 
economic viability and climate resilience. By shifting power to neighborhoods and residents 
we can protect our town from the negative impacts of profit extraction. 

Our mission  

Our mission is to provide opportunities for local people to invest in community real estate 
assets to:  

• tackle the economic inequality being generated by outside real estate investment and 
profit extraction, and  

• ensure our valuable community assets continue to support things we value, for 
example, locally owned services, and action on the climate crisis.  

Our vision 

Our vision is for the community to collectively control its real estate assets.  

Our success will mean more money staying in the community, more support for the 
businesses and organisations we know and love, and more opportunity for locals to connect 
and shape our town’s future and build our community resilience. 
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Our criteria for selecting a community investment 

What the Castlemaine Community Co-operative invests in is determined by members on a 
one member, one vote basis (as opposed to a traditional corporation that runs on a one 
dollar, one vote basis).  

To be considered, a real estate asset must meet three criteria. It must be: 
1. Important to our community members  
2. Generate benefits for our community including: 

• tackling economic inequality 
• taking action on climate change, and/or 
• supporting locally owned services or housing. 

3. Profitable to ensure community ownership over time.  

Our first purchase: the Hub, 233 Barker Street 

Our first purchase is the Hub, 233 Barker St, Castlemaine. It has been purchased with $2M 
investments from 300 member investors. It was purchased to maintain and expand its 
support of organisations and small businesses that provide environmental sustainability and 
community resilience across Castlemaine and district.  

 

The Hub was chosen as the first purchase because it met our three criteria for investment: 

Criteria 1: The Hub is important to our community. It is a landmark building that many people 
have a personal connection to, positioned in an excellent location, close to the centre of town, 
walkable to other locations and the train station, and is used by 100s of residents each year. 

Criteria 2: The Hub and its Hub Foundation generate community benefits (economic 
equality, action on climate change, and support for local services) to our community that would 
be lost if were sold privately to developers. 

Criteria 3. The Hub is a functional operating business and has been for over a decade. The 
Barretts have built their sustainability ventures as strong businesses to ensure sustainability. 
This allowed us to confidently design the investment using existing information about 
occupancy rates, rents, expenses, and contingencies (future repairs, etc.) and to model returns 
to the community (described in section 6 Finances). The Hub  
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About the Hub and the Hub Foundation 
The Hub was established in 2006 by Heather and Neil Barrett to provide a home for the newly 
formed Mount Alexander Sustainability Group, and their own Hub Foundation, to help tackle 
climate change locally.  It contains 19 office spaces, a meeting room, and a kitchen. The 
building has been substantially renovated to include sustainability features including water 
efficiency, energy saving, renewable energy, and recycled features. Building and pest inspection 
reports showed the building is in good condition. The building has no asbestos. 

The Hub is profitable at 80% occupancy and offers a central, secure place for environmental 
and local organisations to work and collaborate. At the time of the sale it was tenanted by: 

• Environmental and sustainability services 
o Vegetation Link, an accredited native vegetation offset broker assisting 

landowners and developers to understand and meet their native vegetation 
offset obligations  

o ECO2Sys, a business sustainability rating tools agency  
o Connecting Country, a not-for-profit community group that works to increase, 

enhance and restore biodiversity  
o Trust for Nature, one of Australia’s oldest conservation organisations. 

• The small local businesses offering services that are often missing in rural towns: 
o Daniel Saulwick, Castlemaine Natural Health 
o Emma Brinkman, Chinese Herbal Medicine & Acupuncture 
o Ian Bracken, solicitor 
o Peter Hunt Counselling 
o Here and Now Counselling 
o Ora Custom Framing 

• A popular café with a street social meeting place. 
• A community garden, ‘the Hub Plot’, which is a demonstration garden at the rear of The 

Hub building that showcases various types of garden watering systems, fruit and 
vegetable growing, worm farming and composting. Volunteers meet for working bees on 
Monday mornings and have established wicking bed boxes on the footpath. 

Information about management aspects of the Hub can be found in the Co-operative’s separate 
Hub Owners Manual. 

 

Separate to the Hub business the Barretts have established The Hub Foundation – a small not-
for-profit (registered DGR) funded by their venture’s surpluses. It has a history of grassroots 
action and incubating local projects to tackle climate change. Examples include: 

• Running community bulk-buys of solar panels using local installers (MASH solar) 

https://www.vegetationlink.com.au/
http://eco2sys.com/
http://connectingcountry.org.au/
https://www.trustfornature.org.au/
https://www.castlemainechinesemedicine.com/
https://emmabrinkmann.com.au/
https://www.brackenlawyers.com/
https://www.peterhuntcounselling.com/
https://www.hereandnowcounselling.com.au/
https://oraframes.com.au/
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• Installing free solar systems on local community buildings and local housing projects for 
the homeless 

• Promoting local food production through the community garden and street food boxes 
• Buying the Cycling Without Age trishaw for the community 
• Supporting re-vegetation projects 
• Organising ‘Plastic Bag Free’ Castlemaine to reduce plastic waste 
• Hosting climate change awareness events 
• Establishing the YIMBY community composting project and its offshoot GYMBY  
• Creating the ‘Living Lightly for a Safe Climate’ mural. 

The Barretts will continue the Hub Foundation, which is a member group of Friends of the Earth, 
and have partnered with eth Co-operative, adding two of its Board members to its Board. 

How we raise capital to buy assets: debentures 
The Co-operative raised capital for the Hub offer by offering debentures. Debentures are a debt 
instrument which pay a fixed rate of interest to members. This is in accordance with the Co-
operative’s non-profit status. In addition, members who purchase debentures to fund the Co-
operative’s projects have an incentive to ensure a stable and sustainable business but no 
incentive to further maximise profit extraction.  

Only members of the co-operative may subscribe for the debentures. 

In preparation for the Hub purchase the Co-operative completed: 
• Building/business due diligence checks building inspection, pest inspection and 

building valuation  
• Financial due diligence: past revenue, operating costs and maintenance works; 

modelling of the investment including annual returns, a maintenance reserve, and 
paying off debentures at term; potential for funds or member/community benefits 

• A disclosure document submitted to Consumer Affairs for approval (takes 28 days) 
• A capital raise plan including: 

o Marketing and membership strategic plan (for the lead up to the formal 
opening of the capital raise) 

o Networking and investors strategic plan (for the month-long capital raise). 
 

The Hub Offer was outlined in a Disclosure Statement that outlined how each member 
investor could choose: 

• An amount: The minimum amount to invest for a member is $500. The maximum 
amount is $500,000 with an additional restriction of $100,000 for a 5-year investment 
(per investor)  

• A term of either: 5 years, 10 years, or 15 years terms   
• An interest rate of either: 0%, 1%, 2%, 3% or 4%   

There were target allocations for the shortest and longest terms, to ensure the Co-operative 
can meet expected repayment obligations. 

2. The Co-operative: structure and rules 
Who we are  
The Co-operative officially formed in February 2024 as a non-distributing co-operative without 
shares (see section 3 How we will rise funds below). We are not-for-profit and registered as a co-

https://castlemaine.coop/hub-disclosure/
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operative with Consumer Affairs Victoria as per the Co-operatives National Law. Since founding 
we have: 

• Established the co-operative’s founding membership of 550 members  
• Designed a debentures mechanism with which to buy assets 
• Bought the Hub following a successful capital raise that saw 330 members invest $2M. 

Membership  
Membership is open to anyone for a small annual fee. Individuals and organisations can be 
members. Any members can invest in our offers, but all members, regardless of whether they 
have invested or not, have a vote on co-operative business (one member, one vote). 

Co-operative principles 
Co-operatives are community-centred enterprises owned, controlled, and run by their 
members, to benefit members, while also building a better world.  Surpluses generated by co-
operatives are either reinvested in the enterprise, the community, or returned to members. Our 
co-operative focuses on investments that generate enough surplus to provide a modest return 
for investors, while also providing the funds to create benefits from the enterprise and/or make 
other investments of social value. 
 

We follow the International Co-operative Alliance’s 7 principles: 

1. Voluntary and Open Membership: We are a voluntary organisation, open to all persons 
able to use our services and willing to accept the responsibilities of membership, without 
gender, social, racial, political or religious discrimination.  

2. Democratic Member Control: We are democratic, controlled by our members, who 
actively participate in setting policies and making decisions. Members have equal voting 
rights (one member, one vote). Elected representatives are accountable to the 
membership.  

5. Member Economic Participation: Our members contribute equitably to, and 
democratically control, the capital of our co-operative. That capital is the common 
property of the co-operative. Members allocate surpluses for: developing the co-
operative; and/or supporting other activities approved by the membership.  

4. Autonomy and Independence: We are an autonomous, self-help organisation controlled 
by our members. If we enter into agreements with other organisations, including 
governments, or raise capital from external sources, we do so on terms that ensure 
democratic control by members and maintain co-operative autonomy.  

5. Education, Training, and Information: We provide education and training for our 
members, elected representatives, managers, and employees so they can contribute 
effectively to the development of the co-operative. We inform the general public - 
particularly young people and opinion leaders - about the nature and benefits of co-
operation.  

6. Co-operation among Co-operatives: We serve our members most effectively and 
strengthen the co-operative movement by working together through local, national, 
regional and international structures.  

7. Concern for Community: We work for the sustainable development of our community 
through policies approved by members.  

Our Board Directors and advisors 
We are run by a Board that currently consists of 7 Directors: 

https://ica.coop/en/cooperatives/cooperative-identity
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Directors Skills and experience 

Angus 
Gratton 
(Secretary) 

Angus has a background in software development, technical management, and 
scientific automation. He currently runs his own technical consultancy. He’s been 
involved in establishing and managing community organisations, notably the 
Canberra Makerspace where he was founding Secretary. His key expertise is in 
business development, project management, IT, and governance. 

Cath Jolly Cath retired in 2022 from a public service career where she had many roles including 
IT and project management, and designing and managing a governance program for 
disputes, litigation, settlements, and scrutineering. Cath was also an active unionist 
with stints as delegate, elected office holder and organiser and is committed to 
democratic decision making and member engagement. Cath has board experience 
with a housing service organisation and a bookshop co-operative at Trades Hall and is 
a member of Landcare locally. Her key expertise is in governance, audit and risk, 
organisational management and member engagement. 

Jeanette 
Pope 

Jeanette has worked in strategy, policy and research in community and regional 
development at a senior level in State Government, NFP and University sectors. She 
currently runs her own strategy and consultancy business, that provides supports 
both government strategy development and local initiatives finding novel solutions to 
creating stronger communities, more just economies, and addressing the climate 
emergency.  Her key expertise is in strategic planning, governance/organisational 
development, community and member engagement, and risk management (OHS). 

Paul van der 
Wal 

Paul has over 20 years of management consultancy and program management 
experience across a range of Australian and European corporations. He is an 
alumnus of the Loddon Murray Community Leadership Program and combines his 
passion for community development with his business and financial acumen to 
realise change. His key expertise is in business and financial management. 

David Pugh David has 30 years of NGO management, executive leadership, and Board 
governance experience in the community services sector and Aboriginal Corporations 
in both Victoria and the Northern Territory. He is a graduate of the Australian Institute 
of Company Directors and currently runs an executive support consultancy. His key 
expertise is in business planning, executive coaching, senior level management, 
finance, capacity building of organisations, and quality accreditation and continuous 
improvement. 

Jodie 
Hampson 

Jodie has a PhD in Co-operative Governance and a Masters in Community 
Development and over two decades of experience in community development, 
strategic policy, governance and social research. She was a founding member and 
Director of the Commoners Co-operative. Her key expertise is strategy and financing 
for common-based approaches and resilient local sharing economies.  

Andrew 
Barnes 

Andrew has previously served as Treasurer and Vice President of the Athenaeum 
Library, a non-profit community co-operative in Melbourne.  He has legal and 
accounting qualifications and has worked in professional advisor roles and the 
Australian Public Service, including as Trade Commissioner in Asia and North 
America. Andrew is an active member of West End Resilience in Castlemaine. His key 
expertise is in community sector management and finance. 
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The advisors we rely on for advice and support include: 

Support type Advisors 
Governance, business development Nick Hutton 
Co-operative Law The Co-op Federation  
 Co-operative Bonds 

 Katie Innes - BAL Lawyers 
Legal advice/review John Wellington - local law firm Robertson Hyetts 
Accounting AFS Bendigo 

Bookkeeping Stu Varkess 

Property management (The Hub) Belle Property 

Communications  Helen MacDonald 

Capital raise Deborah Pach 

3. How we work 
Co-operative governance 
The Co-operative has established: 

• Financial systems: A bank account, bookkeeper, accountant, accounting software 
(Xero) and taxation processes.  

• Communications tools: Website, Facebook page, email  
• Governance:  

o Co-operative rules 
o the Board, a Board charter, Board skills matrix 
o meeting protocols and schedules 
o project management (Trello), a risk management framework 
o a business plan (this document). 

• A draft debentures mechanism for purchasing real estate assets and a disclosure 
statement for the debenture offer, and is 

Working groups 
The Co-operative works through working groups that have a coordinator (a Board member or 
someone nominated by the Board). The Board reporting and project management system 
(Trello) are structured around the working groups. Coordinators are encouraged to involve 
members in the groups activities, creating our active membership. 

Working groups in 2026 are:  

Hub management 

Management of the Hub  

Hub Gardeners Working 
Group 

Member engagement & 
benefits 

2026 Strategy 

Hub Garden long term plan  

Co-operative governance 

Board nominations  

Finance 

Approach for next 
investments 
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 Risk management – Board to update 
The Co-operative Board has established a risk register that outlines the risks associated with 
the Co-operative broadly, and the management of the Hub. These are summarised here but 
details can be found in the: 

• Risk Management Policy 
• Risk Register and Treatment Plan. 

Risk/impact description Likelihood What we’ve done to reduce this risk 

# 1: Inadequate skills on the 
Board and its expert 
advisors 

Likely Completed Board Skills Matrix for forming the 
Board and seek advisors/experts to fill gaps 
(legal, property management, etc). Missing 
skills are focus of board nomination process. 

# 2: Failure to maintain 
membership and 
governance processes for 
democratic decision-
making  

Likely Built a governance structure with working 
groups to involve members 
Ensure good communication and benefits 
 

# 3: Unforeseen costs at the 
Hub (major damage from fire 
flood or extended period with 
low occupancy) 

Likely Ensured sufficient insurance cover and 
maintain contingency funds. 
 

# 4: Failure to manage Hub 
tenancies and building 

Likely Included an allowance for paid professional 
tenancy management in Business Plan and 
include an allowance for paid general 
business management to minimise volunteer 
responsibilities. 

# 5: Failure to manage the 
investment over time 
(including generating new 
debentures when their 
terms are up) 

Likely Staggered the maturity of Debentures (~1/3 
each term)  
Engaged an accountant firm to provided 
specialised advice 
Document best practices from initial fund 
raising to ensure reapplying what worked 
  

Insurance cover 

Insurance type Amount 

Public liability insurance $20 million 

Director’s insurance $1 million per claim, 2 million aggregate 

Volunteer’s insurance Salary, medical and death/PTD 

Property insurance $2.2 million 
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Insurance type Amount 

Business interruption 
insurance 

$250,000 

Exit strategy 
If the Co-operative elects to wind up in the future, the Co-operatives National Law requires all 
assets to be gifted or transferred to another Non-distributing Co-operative or eligible Not-for-
Profit. The Co-operative Rules designate that assets will be transferred to a local registered 
charity and aligned organisation.  

4. Our members, investors and alliances 
Members and investors 
Our 560 members (20% on concessions) and 330 investor members (Hub offer) are 87% local. 
Our330 investor members took out 375 debentures, many multiple debentures were taken out 
to gift to children or grandchildren. 

Strategic alliances  
The Co-op Federation Our member organisation (peak body) 

The Hub Foundation Partner 

Maldon and District Community Bank Seed funder 

Castlemaine Institute Provides meeting venue and other resources 

Newstead Rural Transaction Centre Friend of 

Our competitive advantage  
• We are community owned in a community concerned about change and wanting new, 

more just models for addressing it.  
• Having a large active membership, that includes many community influencers  
• Having the Hub and  Hub Foundation as vehicles for creating member benefits 
• Providing a model for other towns to build a network. We are the only co-operative 

debentures as a vehicle in Australia that we are aware of. 
• In terms of the Hub specifically, being the only centrally located secure option in town 

that offers a site for collaboration of resilience organisations.  
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SWOT analysis 

Strengths 

What’s good about 
our business. 

• Strong and active membership and followers 
• Strong mission and purpose (is motivating) 
• Proven track record: own our first asset: The Hub  

Weaknesses 

What’s not so good 
about our business. 

• Uncommon co-operative idea has created a lot more work in the 
business end (not neatly covered by most business rules) – workload 
puts pressure on volunteers 

• Potential for conflicting views of purpose 
• Underdeveloped democratic and member engagement systems 

Opportunities 

External factors we 
could take advantage 
of.  

• A community interested in the idea of community investment  
• Increasing rents across the rest of the district 
• Significant potential for partnerships that could create additional 

member benefits (Council, Djarra, other communities, etc) 

Threats  

External factors that 
could cause 
problems for us. 

• Cost of living pressures see investors want to sell debentures early 
• An inability to generate benefits leads to decreasing membership 

and our ability to operate 
• Volunteer burnout 

 

5. Our strategic plan 2026 
The Co-operative’s forward plan is in three parts: 

 

 
 

Management of the Hub and investment 

Business as usual for the Hub building 2026 
Over the next year, there will be no change to the Hub operating model, excluding if tenancies 
became available.  These would be filled using our decision criteria for any new tenants in the 
building. They must be a not-for profit, sustainability or small local business, that provide 
benefits to our community that can sustain payment of the rent.  

We will also undertake general and identified maintenance. 

Any surplus generated would be held over until members can decide to either pay the 
debentures off or reinvest the surplus in other community ventures of social value. 

What would a successful Hub building look like at the end of 2026? 

Projects ideas  

Management of the 
Hub and investment

Generating member/ 
community benefits

Approach for next 
investments
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- The parklet would be re-instated 

- The meeting room would be upgraded so we can rent sessions out  

- The garden working group would be involving members in the garden (we have 
established a short term gardening group while a long term plan is devised, and 
members have identified they would like part of garden space left unorganised as a 
“park”). 

 

Generating member/community benefits 

The need to benefit all our members (not just investors) 

Critical to our next phase is looking for ways to enhance the community and Co-operative 
member benefits generated by the Hub, including through partnership with the Hub 
Foundation and others. This includes building a co-opertive culture (not just replicating a 
Community House). This will be important to maintain our membership to generate our 
operating costs and provide funds for due diligence for a second investment. 

What member/community benefits can we provide over 2026, over and above investment 
returns? Why will members want to renew and how can we attract new members? How will we 
have we strengthened co-operative culture over  the year? 

Projects ideas for generating member benefits using the Hub asset 2026  

- Governance structure incorporates working group co-ordinators 

- The Garden has a longer term vision and plan. A meeting with 19 members and old 
gardeners wanted a plan for the use of the space to benefit members that included: 

o A welcoming non-organised space (‘pocket park’) for community use 
o Community connection activities around food (events, lunches/dinners, food 

preparation workshops, community activities that help older people look after 
fruit trees at home, seed bank, permaculture workshops, etc) 

o Partnerships to be built with schools inc Steiner and Global Projects, library, 
council sustainability officer Brendan Garrett, NDIS, etc) 

- Hub history project – focused on all the sustainability initiatives that have been run 
from the Hub since it has been the Hub. 

- Other leadership on ideas? 

- New Hub Foundation ideas? – tangible direct benefits. 
 

The Co-operative’s success will require mechanisms and effort to build alliances with other 
co-operatives and community organisations. 

- A manual of our lessons of our success for other organisations  

Approach for next investment 

We need to be assessing opportunities ongoing to keep match fit for a second investment. 
We are unlikely to get the lead up time we had on the Hub. We will invest the time required to 
set the Co-op up for success to be able to more quickly identify, assess, and act upon future 
opportunities. 
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Goals for 2026 

Goal Action strong Hub 
management for the 
future 

Engage our members  Strengthen and grow the 
Co-operative  

Actions to 
achieve 
goal 

 

We will ensure external Hub 
management and 
investment accounting 
practices are in place, to 
reduce the effort required 
from Co-op members, and to 
signal opportunities for adding 
member value over time 
 
We will activate the building 
frontage to proudly show it 
is co-operative owned 

- Parklet 
- Signage 
- Paste-ups 

 
We will improve the meeting 
room for tenants and 
generate some additional 
revenue from occasional 
external hiring 

We will facilitate the 
formation of strong working 
groups that offer our 
members a range of ways to 
engage, work together, and 
shape the Co-operative 
 
We will create a plan to 
activate the garden with food 
related community 
connection and sharing 
activities through members 
activities and partnerships, 
e.g. with 

- The Hub and YIMBY 
foundation 

- Seed library 
- An NDIS service. 

 
A ‘history of the Hub’ project 
will document the stories of 
local sustainability actions 
that have arisen from the Hub 
that can be built on over time 

We will compile our lessons 
into a manual for others (how 
we did it) and determined 
ways to include other 
organisations seeking advice, 
in member gatherings 
 
We will develop the criteria 
and partnerships to ensure 
we are ready to move on our 
next investment quickly 
 
The Co-operative will 
continue to show leadership 
on our purpose through our 
communications and member 
engagement, and will 
maintain and grow our 
membership 

Due date 31/12/2026 31/12/2026 31/12/2026 

Who’s 
responsible 

Board 

Hub management working group 

Finance working group 

Member engagement 

 

Board 

Member engagement  

Garden long term planning 
working group 

Gardeners working group  

Hub history working group 

Board  

All working groups 

6. Finances 
To date the Co-operative has run from money raised from memberships, donations from 
members, and a seed grant from the Maldon and District Community Bank ($5,800) that was 
used for legal fees for checks on the Co-operative establishment documents and due diligence 
checks on the Hub (building inspection, pest inspection, building valuation). 

Our financial statements are available on our website. 
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7. Key Documents 
Key documents are available on our website: 

The Co-operative The Co-operative Rules 

Business Plan 

Risk Register and Treatment Plan 

2025 Annual Report and Financial Statements 

The Hub purchase The Hub Offer Disclosure  

The Hub Owner’s Manual 
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