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Summary
This report shares findings, conclusions and recommendations based on research which focused on assessing the evolution of
increasingly integrated approaches to water and natural resources management in South Australia (SA) between the mid 1970s and
2014. Three basic approaches to integration were examined: (1) Ministerial Water Resources Advisory Committees, (2) Catchment
Water Management Boards, and (3) Natural Resources Management Boards, as well as their related plans, programs and initiatives.
A review was conducted of key statutes, terms of reference of the committees and boards, plans, regulations and examples of
specific initiatives. In addition, 88 interviews were conducted with stakeholders, ranging from politicians, SA public service staff,
members of Catchment Water Management and Natural Resources Management Boards, as well as individuals and representatives
of groups related to agriculture and conservation.
In the future the State Government is likely to have fewer financial and human resources than in the recent past to allocate to
natural resource management, and therefore consideration of options needs to factor in such a reality; most natural resource
management issues are ‘wicked problems’, emphasising that a single, right solution will rarely be identified; and, a long-term
perspective (at least 15 years) is essential, along with a sustained commitment, since most issues will take decades to resolve.
Three dichotomies normally are encountered in Western democratic nations related to policies and management arrangements
for water and natural resources. These three dichotomies relate to whether a system-wide or regional focus is used, whether an
integrated and holistic or more focused approach is applied, and whether extensive consultation with and ownership by local
communities or a lesser degree of consultation is used. It is suggested that a regional focus should continue to be used, that
integrated and focused approaches are not mutually exclusive, and that genuine or authentic engagement with stakeholders at
community- and regional-scales is desirable, as long as decisions are taken within a reasonable time frame.
It is recommended that, after 10 years of operation under the Natural Resources Management Act, 2004, with minor amendments
in 2013, a systematic review of the overall approach to management of natural resources in South Australia should be completed,
to determine what changes should be made to improve both policy and practice. To help facilitate such a review, it is recommended
that the South Australia Government should first facilitate a conference to which other Australian jurisdictions would be invited to
share what they have learned related to an integrated, focused, regional and collaborative approach to water and natural resource
management. In addition, it is recommended that individuals who can share related experience from other Western countries
should be invited to participate in such a conference.
Given nontrivial issues related to engagement with Indigenous peoples regarding natural resources management, it is
recommended that the SA Government should work with representatives of Indigenous peoples to determine ways to increase the
understanding and appreciation of Indigenous values by SA Government staff to facilitate more effective consultation regarding
natural resources management.
As part of the review related to natural resource management, it is also recommended that the concept of ‘resilience’ should be
examined to ensure that, if it is to become a foundational concept for policies and management, there is understanding about
what it implies and agreement about what it means. There is risk at the moment that the concept may become a building block for
policies and plans without a generally agreed understanding about what it is and implies.
In terms of practical opportunities, action is needed to reduce what is generally viewed as an inordinately lengthy time for
preparation of natural resource management plans, as well as for water management or allocation plans. Attention also should be
given to ensuring a credible process for monitoring and assessment of outputs and outcomes from natural resource management
policies and plans. Such a process should not become only self-reporting from Natural Resources Management Boards, if the
assessment data, analysis and conclusions are to be credible. Finally, questions about and criticism of the levy system used to
generate funds for the Natural Resources Management Boards need attention. Criticism of the levy system has been put forward
by some spokespersons from Local Governments for a decade. It needs to be confirmed that such criticisms reflect the views of
ratepayers, and if so, what adjustments should be made to the levies. It is possible that the criticisms are motivated by other
considerations, which might be labelled as ‘political’. Either way, the ongoing criticisms are not creating a constructive dialogue,
and therefore the Natural Resources Management Boards and the Local Government Association and Councils should collaborate
to resolve this matter.
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1. Introduction
This report presents the findings and insights from research
focused on the evolution of different approaches to achieve
integrated water and natural resources management in the
State of South Australia (SA) between the mid-1970s and
2014. The research, conducted between late January and early
May 2014, was made possible by the appointment of Bruce
Mitchell from the University of Waterloo in Canada as an
ANZSOG-Goyder Institute Visiting Professor in Public Sector
Policy and Management at Flinders University in Adelaide.

In Section 2, an explanation is provided about the context
for the research and how it was conducted. Then the report
highlights important aspects deserving consideration. In
Section 3, attention focuses on three dichotomies or tensions
which emerge in almost all Western democracies related to
institutional arrangements for managing natural resources.
Specifically, these dichotomies relate to whether (1) attention
is oriented to an entire jurisdiction or to regions within it,
(2) the approach is holistic and integrated or focused on a
relatively few aspects judged to be of greatest importance, and
(3) engagement is systematic and deep, or modest. Finally, in
Section 4, overall conclusions and suggestions are provided.
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2. Research Approach and Context
2.1 Approach

2.2 Context

This research involved two phases. The first was a review of
relevant statutes, policies, programs, plans and reports related
to different approaches for water and natural resources
management in South Australia.

Three different approaches were examined over the period from
the mid-1970s until 2014.

For the second stage, open-ended questions were developed, and
subsequently approved by the Flinders University ethics committee,
to be used in interviews with individuals who had been involved in the
development of the different approaches, and their implementation,
or were partners with the State government in the application of the
approaches. Respondents included politicians, senior managers and
staff of State departments, individuals employed by the catchment
water management boards and natural resource management
boards or council, local government staff, consultants, retirees,
representatives of Indigenous people, individuals from environmental,
conservation or farmers organizations, and farmers.

The first approach involved the use of Water Resources Advisory
Committees to provide recommendations to the Minister
regarding a specific water issue. The committees were intended
to facilitate community engagement and support, with the
main focus being water allocation and use arrangements.

Interviews began in late February 2014 and were completed
in early May 2014. Eight-eight individuals were interviewed.
Interviews were usually about an hour long, with the longest
being 3 ½ hours. Given that the questions were open-ended, the
responses are reported as quotes and comments, rather than in
tabular summaries.
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2.2.1 Ministerial Advisory Committees

Committee members were local people, appointed by the
Minister. The committees were advisory only, and developed
recommendations which were submitted to the SA Water Resources
Council whose members decided whether to forward them to
the Minister. If the Minister accepted the recommendation for a
prescribed area, people with concerns could appeal to the Water
Resources Tribunal. Such appeals were infrequent.
The Committee approach provided for community
participation, one of the first such initiatives in Australia.
However, two main limitations have been identified. First,
neighbours who were committee members could be involved

in recommending water allocations for other neighbours,
resulting in a lack of desirable separation, even though such an
arrangement ensured a good knowledge of the local situation.
Second, most time and effort by the committees focused on
license applications which were immediate and involved a
tangible matter but much less time was spent on developing
policies to guide recommendations and decisions.

The Premier explained that

No systematic records appear to have been kept related to
the number, start date and duration of these committees.
However, two key respondents explained that the water
advisory committees were created for prescribed resource
areas, or for several prescribed resource areas within a common
geographical area. The first water advisory committees were
established in 1976 following passage of the Water Resources
Act, 1976. Four advisory committees were established in
1976, with one each subsequently in 1977, 1979 and 1986,
two in 1984 and three in 1987. They all continued, and later
became formal committees after passage of the Catchment
Water Management Act in 1995 and the Natural Resources
Management Act in 2004.

• the plan and annual levy would be subject to the Minister’s
discretion, and then be scrutinised by the budget and finance
committee of Parliament. If the latter body disallowed the
plan and levy, the matter would be decided on the floor of
the Lower House;

In brief, the committee approach focused on water, and a
committee existed for whatever length of time was deemed
appropriate. A manager in the public service commented
during an interview that “… it was evident that the structure
of community participation in water resources management
provided by the local/regional Water Resources Advisory
Committees, reporting to the SA Water Resources Council,
was not working very well. The WRACs worked very hard and
produced many recommendations for their particular water
resources, but the government could not fund the demands.”

2.2.2 Catchment Water Management Boards
The second approach began in the mid-1990s, when
legislation (Catchment Water Management Act, 1995 and,
Water Resources Act, 1997) facilitated the establishment
and operations of catchment water management boards.
The motivation for these statutes occurred when the
Liberal party became the government of South Australia in
late 1993. The new Premier, Dean Brown, had committed
during the election campaign to address the issue of highly
visible pollution of the sea adjacent to Glenelg, arising
from polluted water in the Sturt River catchment, via the
Patawalonga River catchment.

• the new board would be required to prepare a 3-year
catchment plan of works and measures as well as a
companion 3 year financial budget;
• an annual catchment water management levy would be
submitted to the Minister each year to fund the first year of
the rolling three year catchment plan;

• local government authorities would be required to collect the
levy, and be compensated for any collection costs;
• the amount of the levy would be displayed separately and
transparently on the local governments’ rate notice issued to
each ratepayer; and
• income to the State from each catchment levy would be
allocated to the relevant catchment water management
board for the implementation of year 1 of its plan, and the
funds from the levy could only be spent on projects within
the area under the jurisdiction of the catchment water
management board.
The Catchment Water Management Act came into effect in
early May 1995 with the establishment of two boards - the
Patawalonga and the Torrens catchment water management
boards – as their creation would facilitate action to reduce
pollution being released into the ocean from the Sturt
catchment. Their creation triggered interest by other local
governments to have similar catchment water management
boards. Eventually, 7 of them were created after the 1997
Water Resources Act was approved (Figures 1 and 3). As one
respondent remarked, the 1997 legislation “… enabled the
rolling out of decentralised, self-funded, on-ground water
resources management across SA”.

The Premier told the 12 local governments in the catchment
that they had 12 months to develop a solution, and if none
was developed then the State would take over. When little
progress occurred, in December 1994 the Premier met
with the relevant local government and SA State officials
to tell them he had decided that the State government
would address this issue by passing legislation to create
a catchment water management board for the Sturt
catchment, answerable to the Minister.
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Figure 1: Catchment Water Management Board regions
This figure was prepared and provided by the SA Department of Environment, Water and Natural Resources.
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2.2.3 Natural Resources Management Boards and Regions
The Natural Resources Management Act in 2004, which
repealed the Water Resources Act, 1997, the Soil Conservation
and Land Care Act, 1989 and the Animal and Plant Control Act,
1986, resulted in 8 Natural Resources Management Boards
(Figures 2 and 3). They took over the responsibilities of 30
animal and plant control boards, 27 soil conservation boards,
and 7 catchment water management boards. The motivation
was to create a “whole-of-landscape approach that draws
together organisations and individuals across a diversity of

sectors, taking into account the links within and between
natural systems, and the interaction of economic, social
and environmental factors that influence decision making”
(Hill, 2004, 4). Natural Resources Management Boards were
required by the statute to prepare regional natural resource
management plans.
The Natural Resources Management Act specified that natural
resources included soil,water resources, geological features and
landscapes, native vegetation, native animals and other native
organisms, and ecosystems. As a result, this statute expanded
the responsibilities of the new boards well beyond water.

Figure 2: Natural Resource Management Board regions
This figure was prepared and provided by the SA Department of Environment, Water and Natural Resources.
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The Act was intended to assist in the achievement of ecologically
sustainable development in the State by establishing an
integrated scheme to promote the use and management of
natural resources. More specifically, the Act was designed to help
managers and users of natural resources to:
• recognise and protect the intrinsic values of natural resources;
• seek to protect biological diversity and, insofar as reasonably
practicable, support and encourage the restoration or
rehabilitation of ecological systems and processes that had
been lost or degraded;
• provide for the protection and management of catchments
and the sustainable use of land and water resources and,
as reasonably practicable, seek to enhance and restore or
rehabilitate land and water resources that had been degraded;

• seek to support sustainable primary and other economic
production systems with particular reference to the value of
agriculture and mining activities to the economy of the State;
• provide for the prevention or control of impacts caused by pest
species of animals and plants that may have an adverse effect on
the environment, primary production or the community; and,
• promote educational initiatives and provide support
mechanisms to increase the capacity of people to be
involved in the management of natural resources.
From the objects outlined above, it is clear that the scope of the
Natural Resources Management Act moved well beyond water.
The Act also was explicit that a holistic and integrated approach
was to be developed, and that a regional approach that would
involve engagement with local communities was to be developed.

Figure 3: Overlay of Catchment Water Management Board and Natural Resource Management Board regions
This figure was prepared and provided by the SA Department of Environment, Water and Natural Resources.
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3. Dichotomies or Tensions Associated
with Institutional Arrangements
Managers of natural resources deal with various dichotomies
or tensions. For example, one dichotomy relates to balancing
system-wide and regional or local interests. Some believe that a
state-wide perspective should prevail; all regions should be treated
the same and be in alignment with State policies and priorities.
Such an approach is administratively simple and justifiable since
nobody or no region receives a special arrangement. Others
argue that because places often have different problems, issues
and opportunities, a preferable approach is to recognise such
differences and develop custom-designed solutions at regional or
local scales, even if that means some areas become exceptions to
the normal approach and to overall policies and priorities.
A second dichotomy relates to the merits of, on the one
hand, recognising the inter-connections between and among
different systems (land, water, vegetation, etc.) and of various
dimensions (environmental, economic, social). The outcome is
an integrated and holistic approach in order to understand the
inter-related systems to be planned for and managed. On the
other hand, interest in achieving efficiency and effectiveness
provides motivation to focus on a few key issues and variables
rather than many inter-connected systems. The intent is to
streamline planning and management processes.

A narrow focus is also promoted by a growing ideology in many
Western democracies to reduce the role of the public sector, reduce
or remove regulations, rely more on private-public partnerships,
and use market mechanisms to influence behaviour.
A third dichotomy arises regarding engagement with
communities and local people in planning and management.
One view is that if local people are consulted and become
authentic partners they will feel ownership related to
outcomes, making effective implementation of management
decisions more likely. In addition, it is believed that, through
the process of engagement, different stakeholders will gain
an understanding about and respect for other interests and
concerns. In contrast, a different view is that the ‘public’
includes so many interests, with values and motivations often
directly competing or conflicting, that consensus is unlikely to
be reached, or will take an unreasonably long time to achieve.
Therefore, it is believed, managers or agencies with legal or
other designated responsibility and authority, after some
consultation, need to step up and make hard decisions because
it never will be possible to satisfy everyone. It also is accepted
that there will be winners and losers, and that not everyone will
be pleased with final decisions.

09

The above three dichotomies or tensions exist in most
jurisdictions regarding management of natural resources. The
focus here is upon how they have been addressed in the evolving
approaches to catchment and natural resource management in
South Australia, between the early 1970s and 2014.

3.1 Regional or System-wide Approach
Farrelly (2005, 393) has stated that “Regionalisation of
environmental and natural resource planning and management
is becoming increasingly common worldwide, particularly
in Australia…. It aims to achieve integrated, coordinated and
collaborative planning and management close to the multitude
of stakeholders involved.” The usual rationale for a regional-scale
approach is that most states or provinces are diverse. As a result,
it is important to be able to recognise such differences and have
capacity to address and respond to them. More specifically, Dore
et al. (2003, 161) suggest that effective regional approaches:
• focus on regions with common economic, environmental and
social characteristics with which its community can identify
and connect;
• involve regional stakeholders who share a vision for a desired
future;
• include partnerships or relationships among local, state and
central governments to facilitate funding, agency expertise
and support, institutional legitimacy and policy guidance;
• involve an explicit planning process to identify issues,
opportunities and strategies for the region and include
engagement with the regional community; and, ideally,
• include an explicit investment or funding strategy.
In the view of Lane, Cheers and Morrison (2005, 12), when
the above conditions are met, then environmental planning
and management can occur “…. through processes of civic
engagement organised at the regional scale. We might call
this new approach to natural resource management civic
regionalism – the decentralisation of authority and resources
for environmental management to regionally organised citizen
boards or statutory committees.”
Cullen (2004, 49) commented that accumulated experience
with a regional model or approach verified that it is a way to
achieve desired natural resource management outcomes. In his
view, the model achieves this by building regional capacity to
empower landholders to understand their resources and how
the use of them affects others. It is important for government
agencies to ensure that regional boards are supported, as the
on-ground delivery arm of government and not be seen by
agencies as competitors for influence and funds.
However, he also identified a number of challenges regarding a
regional approach, highlighting that often the focus becomes
the short-term interests of locals, rather than long-term issues
or the interests of those downstream. Also, too frequently
regional communities believe little guidance is received
from governments or, sometimes worse, different and even
conflicting guidance from various agencies is provided.
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Robins and Dovers (2007a, 117) identify other strengths
of a regional approach, including that the regional boards
create a potentially consistent entry point for senior levels of
governments to interact with regions and their stakeholder
groups, as well as provide a program coordination and delivery
vehicle. With many regional boards having numerous local
and regional member organisations and individuals actively
partnering in their programs, a mechanism is created for
real or potential connections by board members with local
organisations, along with drawing upon local knowledge
to inform NRM, strengthening knowledge networks and
engaging local resources. In addition, they suggest reaching
formal regional agreements can lead to more coordinated and
accountable government servicing and reporting to regional
communities, as well as ‘independent’ reviews of initiatives,
including performance of regional boards. Such activities
contribute to a higher level of transparency and accountability.
In addition, a regional-scale approach offers opportunity to
achieve economies of scale related to administration, financial
assistance and information management, can assist in dealing
with human conflicts related to resource use, and help to adapt
national or State policy to local conditions (Farrelly, 2005, 397).
Thus, a regional organisation can become a nexus for more
local and place-based community groups, and thereby foster
strategic partnerships.
Challenges also arise. They include at least the reality that
when power is not shared equitably and because senior
levels of government often retain significant control, creating
partnerships can be difficult; transaction costs of operating
numerous regional NRM boards can be significant; and, a
regional approach will not automatically be the most costeffective. Ideally, regional approaches allocate resources well
within a region but it is not clear they also can do so between
regions. And, another tier of government may add complexity.
Finally, since a Minister normally appoints regional board
members, potential exists for political interference (Robins and
Dovers, 2007a, 117-118).
Other challenges can be encountered, including that no
single ‘right’ spatial scale exists for a regional approach and
institutions are needed that can function regardless of the
spatial scale; engaging citizens is a complicated and challenging
process yet must be done well; regional citizen boards need to
have capacity, including suitable financial support; higher levels
of government have key roles which affect the effectiveness
of regional and local efforts; an additional institutional layer
may increase rather than reduce fragmentation problems; and,
capacity and will to use both scientific and local knowledge are
needed (Lane, Cheers and Morrison, 2005, 13-14). The above
challenges are real but not necessarily insurmountable. For
example, regarding the concern that an additional institutional
layer may increase fragmentation, this issue depends
significantly on the leadership role of the management board
for the regional organisations. Such boards may choose to
take on a coordinating role at the regional level which could
significantly reduce fragmentation.

Lane, Cheers and Morrison (2005,21) also note further significant
dangers, including that decentralising governance may be viewed
as a conscious choice to force regions to fend for themselves
or that assigning problems to the local level may be ‘passing
the buck’. An example of the latter was the transferring of
responsibility for funding aspects of sand management for
Adelaide’s beaches to the Adelaide and Mount Lofty Ranges
Natural Resources Management Board from the State
Government funded Coast Protection Board. Another outcome
may be greater central government control, if the regional
boards depend on other levels of government for funding,
professional support, etc. Indeed, they state that (p. 22), “In the
new South Australian regime …, a high degree of governmental
control is apparent: the NRM Council and Boards are appointed
by and report to the Minister and NRM Boards are government
instrumentalities.” As a result, they conclude that “Much depends,
therefore, on whether governmental personnel and citizens
engaged in the NRM regime are able to develop collaborative
working relations in which the respective functions and roles of
government and citizens are accorded respect”.
Further concerns have been identified (Farrelly, 2005, 397).
A regional scale requires choices related to remaining small
enough to be meaningful at a local scale but large enough
to be recognised as being both strategic and suitable for
government, a point also made by both Eckerlsy (2003,495)
and Ewing (2003,403). No obvious right answer exists.
Another issue is determination of regional boundaries when
an array of ecological, economic, social, cultural, political and
administrative boundaries can be involved.
Farrelly observed that regional approaches in South Australia
often have encountered difficulties related to achieving
effective implementation of regional natural resources
management plans due to limited funding, constraining
timelines, unclear guidelines, poor or absent communication,
and limited community engagement. The challenge of funding
is particularly difficult for Natural Resources Management
Boards with small populations, as their levies generate only
modest income for them. Hajkowicz (2009, 471) added another
concern when commenting that challenges frequently emerge
due to ineffective targeting, monitoring and evaluation of
expenditures. In that regard, he suggests the creation of
auditing systems to connect expenditure to outcomes and to
use standardized metrics to track and assess outcomes.
Finally, several considerations have been noted regarding
whether a regional approach will help to facilitate integration
(Lane et al., 2009, 67-70). Re-scaling of governance and
management is not a panacea for the ‘wicked’ problems of
institutional complexity and fragmentation. Wicked problems
are characterised by incomplete, contradictory and changing
information and understanding; changing requirements
and expectations; indeterminable scope and scale; complex
interdependencies; and, likelihood that solutions to one
problem cause other problems (See also Section 4.1). As Lane
et al. (2009) remark, “Regionalisation does not automatically

aid the integration agenda. Regions are (also) sites of
complexity and contest and therefore problems of aligning and
coordinating resource management policies and actions are
manifest at the regional scale ….”
Lane et al. (2009, 67-70) also argue that it is essential when
thinking about integration to move well beyond questions
of organisational structure. In their opinion, integrated NRM
occurs from relationships between and among stakeholders.
Therefore, to achieve integration at a regional scale, effort has
to be focused on achieving engagement, role clarity, agenda
setting, capacity building and collaboration. In contrast, they
concluded that in South Australia too much attention has been
devoted to strategic rather than procedural integration.
They further argue it is necessary to move beyond ‘topdown versus bottom-up’ aspects and to appreciate the way
in which humans and ecological processes cross over scales.
Thus, they conclude that effective institutions are necessary
at both the ‘top’ and the ‘bottom’. And finally, they suggest
that regionalisation in Australia has often undercut instead
of supported regionally engaged communities to manage
natural resources. Instead, the new regional arrangements and
organisations often have disrupted regional level networks
and relationships. In their view, the results have been that
the integration agenda has often been frustrated rather
than helped, indicating that regional stakeholders need
to have significant control of structures and processes. An
excellent positive example in this regard, however, is the Eyre
Peninsula Natural Resources Management Board, when a
Presiding Member provided significant leadership related to
achieving collaboration and cooperation among different peak
organisations on the peninsula - the regional local government
association , regional economic development board and local
community groups, in preparing the Eyre Peninsula Regional
Sector Agreement pursuant to the Climate Change and
Greenhouse Emission Reduction Act, 2007. This Agreement is
cited as a leading Adaptation Action Case Study on the National
Climate Change Adaptation Research Facility website.
www.nccarf.edu.au/content/case-study-eyre-peninsula
In terms of a regional approach, the Commonwealth
Government has had a significant influence on its adoption
for natural resources management in Australia. As Farrelly
(2005, 394) observed, the impetus for more regionally-oriented
approaches was started by the ‘flagship’ initiatives of the
Natural Heritage Trust and the National Action Plan for Salinity
and Water Quality. Each made funding available for practical
on-the-ground projects and educational initiatives related
to priority areas. These reflected what Hajkowicz (2009, 471)
labelled as a major paradigm shift following initiatives since
1983 which included the National Soil Conservation and the
National Landcare programs. In his words, such programs
led to “…the creation of new regional institutions and direct
payment systems for environmental stewardship.” Furthermore,
Hajkowicz (2009, 474) stated that these programs occurred
“Partly as a result of burnout in community groups ….”
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The South Australian state government has been explicit about
using a regional approach. For example, the State Water Plan
of 2000 indicated that one of two key features of the plan was
“devolution of water resources management responsibilities
to local communities, primarily through the establishment of
CWMBs [Catchment Water Management Boards] and water
resources planning committees in any area of the state” (South
Australia, Department of Water Resources, 2000, 10). Later, the
Natural Resources Management Act, 2004 stipulated that “the
local government sector is to be recognised as a key participant
in natural resource management, especially on account of its
close connections to the community and its role in regional and
local planning“ (Chpt 2, Part 1, 7(3l)). This view was reiterated in
2012 by Paul Caica, the Minister for Sustainability, Environment
and Conservation, when he wrote that “The [NRM] Act also
establishes regional NRM Boards to give ownership of and
responsibility for NRM to regional communities”(Government
of South Australia, 2012, 3), and by the Select Committee on
Sustainable Farming Practices (2013,28) which stated that
“South Australia has adopted policies and procedures for
the management of natural resources that are based on the
principle of community involvement at a regional level”.
As noted earlier, one of the perceived benefits of a regional
approach is to create capacity to anticipate or respond to
regional issues, and to develop custom-designed solutions.
In that manner, power and authority ideally are devolved to
those closest to the issues, reflecting the subsidiarity principle.
However, it is worth noting that concerns have been raised
about whether the institutional design in South Australia
reflects this attribute. More specifically, several reservations
have been expressed about current institutional arrangements
for a regional approach in the State.
For example, with the staff of the Natural Resource Management
Boards becoming SA public servants in 2010 rather than employees
of the Boards, there is a question about how individual staff balance
their obligations to both the overall State Government’s priorities
and those of a region. This concern is reflected in one respondent’s
observation that “At a time of limited financial resources, it is
necessary to invest money to get best impact and thus need to have
initiatives align with other State initiatives. This means NRM Boards
need to be more aligned to State priorities than to local ones.” When
this occurs, a regional approach is weakened.
Another concern was raised regarding the logic of moving a
range of natural resources management functions to be the
responsibility of one Minister. For example, the Hon. Caroline
Shaeffer, in addressing the Legislative Council (South Australia
Parliamentary Debates, 27 March 2004, 1645) about the Natural
Resource Management bill, commented that the crux of her
concern was that
Under the previous system the previous ministers—the
minister for environment, the minister for primary industries
and the minister for water resources (and therefore their
three separate departments)—all had responsibilities under
different aspectsof natural resource management and
therefore there was a natural system of checks and balances.
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A similar concern was expressed by the Hon. G.M. Gunn to the
House Assembly (South Australia Parliamentary Debates, 23
March 2004, 1600) when he stated that
I know that people will say that it is only pulling together
three acts of parliament and that a lot of these powers
are already there, but they fail to understand that three
separate ministers were involved and it was divided into
three, and the department of environment was not the
dominating factor in relation to this particular measure….
It does not have a great history of being pro farmer, pro
agriculture, pro pastoralist and pro mining. It does not have
a great track history.
And, the Hon. I.F. Evans observed to the House of Assembly (South
Australia Parliamentary Debates, 23 March 2004, 157) that
…the issue that the opposition has in regard to one
minister having all the power under the Natural Resources
Management Bill compared to the current system where a
number of bills that touch on natural resource management
are spread amongst a number of ministers and therefore
you get a debate at cabinet level around a whole range of
issues that now will not occur under this structure.
In response, the Hon. G.E. Gago explained to the Legislative
Council (South Australia Parliamentary Debates, 31 May 2004,
1676) that
…there are legitimate reasons why this bill grants the
minister power to direct the proposed regional NRM
boards and groups. The minister will be expected to answer
questions in parliament regarding the running of the
NRM boards and is responsible and accountable for the
operation of these boards. Accordingly, the minister has
the power to direct the NRM boards, because these boards
are instruments of the government that operate inside the
parameters of government policy.
A further perspective was provided during the interviews, when
several respondents who had been in senior positions pointed
out that in the first Natural Resources Management bill it had
been proposed that three ministers would work as a committee
to provide collective oversight. However, it was noted that it
had been concluded that the three Ministers of the time were
unlikely to work effectively together, and thus it had been
decided to make only one Minister responsible.
Another concern was what some viewed as Natural Resources
Management Boards becoming another level of government,
a general issue raised in the research literature as well. In the
view of the Hon Hamilton-Smith in the House of Assembly
(South Australia Parliamentary Debates, 24 March 2004, 1641),
Really, this is a bill about a new tier of bureaucracy. It is
really about creating a third level of government almost
that sits between local government and state government,
that raises its own revenue and administers certain
functions without being responsible to the people without
being elected—without being answerable to people, either

directly or through the parliament. Rather, this tier of
government that we are going to create will be responsible
to the executive.
A contrasting view from an interviewee related to the
catchment management boards was that they would not be a
new level of government because the intent was for them only
to do things that local governments were unable or unwilling
to do.
A related concern was that through the new regional Boards,
community input would be reduced. For example, the Hon.
I.F. Evans stated in the House of Assembly (South Australia
Parliamentary Debates, 23 March 2004, 1579) that community
input was going to be “demolished” because
We have the animal and plant committees and soil
committees that exist at the local level, and under this bill
they get demolished, to be replaced by regions and groups
that can form committees. Of course, those committees will
have nowhere near the power that the existing committees
have. All the power will rest in the groups and regions above
them. So, all the power and input will go to the minister’s
appointed groups and regions, and so on. The poor old
bunny who has to do the work on the ground is stripped of
their power as a result of this.
A counter perspective is reflected in a statement in a more
recent report from the Select Committee on Sustainable
Farming Practices (2013, 29) which was that
The NRM legislation and its objectives need to be applied
uniformly across the spectrum of agencies involved in this
area of public policy and in this respect the select committee
has recommended that a formal process be established to
review various policies and procedures across the agencies
to ensure there is consistency.
In that regard, the Select Committee (2013, 31) recommended that
… formal procedures be established to ensure the various
agencies involved in the management of natural resources
adopt consistent and coordinated policies and processes
that minimise red tape. These agencies include the
Department of Environment, Water and Natural Resources,
the Environment Protection Authority, the Native Vegetation
Council, Primary Industries and Regions SA, Planning SA, the
Pastoral Board, and the Coast Protection Board.

the responsibility of the NRM Boards, the Boards turned to
central SA government agencies for information and technical
advice. This arrangement created a potential for different SA
government agencies to provide conflicting or inconsistent
advice, and hence a view that it would be more effective to have
related decision-making authority centralised, where it could be
better coordinated.
Other challenges have been encountered in delivering a regional
approach. For example, as explained by the Patawalonga
Catchment Water Management Board (1997, 103), the Board’s
intent was to have consistent catchment management policies
implemented across the catchment. Achieving such consistency
would be most likely if the entire catchment basin was covered
by one local government area rather than the 12 existing at
the time. Based on the difficulties in amalgamating 2 or 3 local
councils, however, the Board concluded that “…the formation
of one catchment wide council is at present, at least, viewed as
unrealistic.” As a result, the Board explained that the catchment
plan allowed it to serve as a specialist rather than a major regional
authority. In the former role, the Board would “supplement rather
than take over activities (relevant to catchment management)
currently carried out by existing agencies. It will also act as a
facilitator to expedite actions and projects within the catchment.”
This example highlights that sometimes it is challenging to
achieve a regional perspective even at a very local spatial scale.
This experience confirms the comment by Robins (2007, 306) that
tension can exist between “‘regionalisation’ (governments creating
administrative regions) and ‘regionalism’ (regional communities
having a greater say in decision making).”
Another issue can be varying capacities or capabilities of
different regions. Thus, as Robins and Dovers (2007b, 278)
commented, the playing field is often uneven across a state
in terms of ability of different regions to manage natural
resources. There is a further difficulty because, in their view,
…There is a snowballing effect, where regions with more
resources have greater capacity (staff resources, experience, skills
and information) to gain further resources. This accentuates the
gap between the ‘have’ and the ‘have not’ regions.

While it does not change the substantive message in the above
quotation, the Native Vegetation Council, the Pastoral Board
and the Coastal Protection Board are all administered by the
Department of Environment, Water and Natural Resources, and
are not State agencies.

This difficulty was often mentioned by interviewees who remarked
that regions with larger populations, such as the Adelaide and
Mount Lofty Ranges, the South Australian Murray-Darling Basin,
and the South East Natural Resource Management Boards had
access to much more levy funding and staff than boards with
much smaller populations (Alinytjara-Wilurara, Eyre Peninsula,
Kangaroo Island, Northern and Yorke, and South Australian
Arid Lands Natural Resource Management Boards). The latter
thus depended much more on funding and support from
Commonwealth and State departments and agencies, reducing
their ability to develop and implement regional-specific strategies.

A related concern expressed by an interviewee was that power
was being taken away from the regions and given to central
agencies whose staff were often in Adelaide and did not have
deep understanding of the regions. The rationale for more
centralisation was that while the water allocation plans were

The above discussion reminds us that a regional approach has
both strengths and limitations, and that usually there is no
obvious one correct way to design institutional arrangements.
In the next section, we consider the opportunities and
challenges related to an integrated approach.
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3.2 Integrated or Focused Approach
There has been growing application of integrated water
resource management (IWRM), since the Earth Summit in
1992. The Global Water Partnership (2000, 22) has provided a
definition often referenced in the international literature; IWRM
is “a process which promotes the coordinated development
and management of water, land and related resources, in order
to maximize the resultant economic and social welfare in an
equitable manner without compromising the sustainability
of vital ecosystems.” Mitchell et al. (in press, 1) elaborate
when stating that IWRM is an ecosystem approach that uses
the catchment or river basin rather than an administrative
or political unit as the management unit; directs attention
to upstream-downstream, surface-groundwater and water
quantity-quality interactions; addresses interconnections of
water with other natural resources and the environment; gives
attention to environmental, economic and social aspects; and,
ensures stakeholders are actively engaged related to planning,
management and implementation to achieve an explicit vision,
objectives and outcomes.
The above characteristics are similar to ideas of Bellamy et
al. (1999, 342,343), based on their observations of practice
in Australia. They state that underlying principles of an
integrated approach include managing interrelated resources
with attention to ecological processes and maintaining
environmental quality; facilitating community participation;
and, coordinating relevant government, nongovernment, and
community resource management policies and activities. They
also observe that resource management problems usually arise
due to interactions between people and their environment.
As a result, more than technological solutions are needed.
Furthermore, they suggest that simple or short-term solutions
rarely exist and no single perspective is usually sufficient to
develop a course of action. Consequently, they believe that
integrated programs need to be long-term initiatives to manage
change in natural resource use through integrating community
action and statutory, policy, and institutional adjustments.
Morrison, McDonald and Lane (2004, 247-248) provide further
insight when stating that integration is similar to
• collaboration, a process which allows groups who focus
on different elements of an issue to explore their differing
perspectives and create solutions which extend beyond their
individual interests;
• cooperation, a process through which groups having similar
interests work together, determine complementary roles and
pool resources to achieve joint goals; and
• coordination, which involves communication, sharing of
resources, risks and incentives to be efficient and effective in
achieving complementary goals.
In their view, integration should include all three of the above
concepts.
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The South Australian State Government has been consistent
about its intent to use an integrated approach for both
catchment and natural resource management. For example,
when the Natural Resources Management bill was introduced,
the Hon. T.G. Roberts, the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs and
Reconciliation, commented in the Legislative Council (South
Australia, Parliamentary Debates, 1 April 2004, 1368) that
Lack of integration in natural resources management
inevitably has caused great frustration to communities,
particularly farming communities. Over the years there
has been a certain lack of coordination, and sometimes
even outright inconsistency, in the projects and objectives
of the different arms of Government in administering
responsibilities for natural resources management.
Community resources have been stretched amongst
numerous different boards, committees and other bodies and
programs operating under different legislation or none at all.
While many of these bodies do collaborate, their strategies and
priorities are not always well coordinated or aligned.
The Government of South Australia (2002, 15) explained that,
Integrated natural resources management includes
coordinating policies, programs, plans and projects,
and coordination in the exercise and performance of
administrative and statutory powers and functions
by government agencies, statutory authorities, local
government bodies, and the broader community, relevant
to the management of the State’s natural resources.
In its Natural Resources Management Act, 2004, natural
resources are defined to include soil, water resources, geological
features and landscapes, native vegetation, native animals and
other native organisms, and ecosystems. Furthermore, a key
object of the Act is
… to assist in the achievement of ecologically sustainable
development in the State by establishing an integrated scheme
to promote the use and management of natural resources…
and the State’s Natural Resource Management plan must
“promote the integrated management of natural resources”
(Government of South Australia, 2002, 15).
The spirit of an integrated approach was also well captured by
Daniels, (2013) the head of an NRM Board, when he stated that
“… We now know that we must treat ecosystems as a whole
and take a landscape approach to be effective”, and by the
Onkaparinga Catchment Water Management Board (2000, 3, 7)
which stated that
The catchment planning process ensures that issues of
water quantity and quality and concerns about health and
the environment are integrated, as are the relationships
between land use and water management practices and the
potential for future economic development

as well as that the intent was to “Integrate resource
management through coordinated policies and effective
partnerships between stakeholders.” In addition, the River Murray
Catchment Water Management Board (2003, 66) indicated that
one of 12 goals for its plan was “to establish effective working
relationships with organisations or groups involved in natural
resources management to deliver a standard of integrated
catchment management expected by the community”.
The above interpretations are consistent with the view from the
Commonwealth Government (Parliament of Australia, 2000, 26)
which stated that
Catchment management is the holistic management of
natural resources within a catchment unit encompassing
interrelated elements of land and water, managed on an
ecological and economic basis and incorporating social systems
… . It is a system that favours the integration of environmental
policy of government, community, and industry sectors
through partnerships and extensive stakeholder inclusion.
They also reflect statements in the Council of Australian
Governments’ Intergovernmental Agreement on a National
Water Initiative (2004) that a key element was to achieve
“Integrated management of water for environmental and other
public benefit outcomes”.
However, inconsistencies also appear. For example, in its
State Natural Resources Plan of 2012, the South Australian
Government explains that
Natural resource management (NRM) is about managing
the way in which people and natural landscapes interact.
NRM brings together the planning, allocation, conservation
and use of all natural resources (land use planning, water
management, biodiversity conservation, agriculture, mining,
tourism, fisheries, aquaculture and forestry). (Government
of South Australia, 2012, 6)
In contrast, one of the Natural Resources Management Boards
more accurately reflects the focus stipulated in the 2004 NRM
statute when explaining that
The natural resources of the region that are managed under
the Plan include soil, water, native plants and animals,
geological features and ecosystems. Activities affecting
other resources that may be traditionally classed as natural
resources, such as minerals, air quality and energy are not.
(Government of South Australia, Eyre Peninsula Natural
Resources Management Board, 2009, 8)
The above view was also reflected by the Hon. Hanna to the
House of Assembly (South Australia, Parliamentary Debates, 24
March 2004, 1645) when he stated that
One of the drawbacks of the bill, one might say, is that there
is nothing definite in this legislation to say that the process
will, in fact, evolve further to more closely integrate the
regulation of mining, the regulation of native vegetation
and the preservation of Aboriginal heritage. But that is
something for us to work towards over the coming years.

Thus, either by including aspects in an integrated approach that
are not identified in the statutes, or by not always being explicit
about the meaning of ‘integrated’, the SA State Government has
contributed to ambiguity about the ultimate scope and focus of
an ‘integrated’ approach.
In terms of strengths, the normal motivation for an integrated
approach is to avoid or overcome the ‘silo affect’ from different
agencies or groups focusing only on their own interests
and responsibilities. As the Government of South Australia
(2002, 1) stated, “Natural resources cannot be managed in
isolation and the links within and between natural systems,
and with economic and social factors, must be taken into
account.” Another element of integration is to ensure different
disciplinary and professional viewpoints are incorporated. The
importance of this aspect is shown by the following statement
by the Government of South Australia (2002, 1) that,
The traditional approach to managing natural resources
in South Australia has involved a significant level of
specialisation to deal with particular natural resource
elements such as soil, water, vegetation, wildlife, pests,
pastoral land and public lands. The advantages of
concentrating specialist effort on each issue are countered
by the disassociation resulting from resource management
decisions being made in isolation.
As already noted above, a basic challenge in South Australia is
that the concept of ‘integration’ or an ‘integrated approach’ has
not been defined, or has not been defined consistently. As one
respondent commented, “Integration is not a word that has a
common definition or understanding. People just intuitively
believe they know what it means“. He went on, however, to make
an important distinction. In his view, there is a difference between
‘integrate’ and ‘interface”. That is, some problems need aspects
to be integrated closely, whereas for others acknowledgement
is needed that interfaces exist and require attention, but not at
the same level of detail. He also believes that as experience is
gained and public and private sectors mature, more variables
can be integrated. However, in his view, when we integrate
it still is necessary to prioritise because not everything can
be done. Another senior person had a different take on the
meaning of ‘integrated’. He stated that he always talked about
integrated management as bringing together groups, issues and
opportunities, through people working together. And, he said, such
activity would be supported by integrating legislation.
Another individual cautioned that an integrated approach
across the State often does not work well, since individual
agencies or groups do their jobs and focus only on their
responsibilities. Such a view was echoed with the remark that
“The State government approach has been more isolated than
integrated, and the State has not decided to use a holistic
approach”. In this latter comment, ‘integrated’ and ‘holistic’
appear to be used interchangeably, which contributes to lack of
clarity because they are not identical concepts.
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Regarding challenges, additional aspects have been identified.
As noted by Bellamy et al. (1999, 343), “ … IRM programs in
general are poorly resourced: relying heavily on federal funding,
lacking substantial local or state government support for
implementation, and substantially limited by only short-term
financing arrangements and work plans.” These limitations
were often mentioned by respondents. Furthermore, Lane,
Cheers and Morrison (2005, 20) observe a crucial difficulty for
“achieving integrated NRM. “ In their view, many regions have
diverse and often contradictory approaches to decision making,
as well as multiple interest groups with their own values
and ideologies which mean swift resolution of differences is
infrequent. As a result, they conclude that integrated NRM is
difficult to achieve because “… decision-making becomes highly
contested, zones of conflict are increased, traditional venues
of control and responsibility are displaced, and the potential
for unintended consequences are enhanced.” These difficulties
were mentioned by various respondents.
Lane, Cheers and Morrison (2005, 20) also highlight that,
A crucial flaw in thinking about efforts to achieve integrated
NRM has been the remarkable assumption that merely
housing disparate policy or legislative functions in the same
organisation will ensure higher degrees of integration.
They go on, and say (pp. 20-21) that,
… integration is about much more than creating an
integrative structure: there is need for leadership, for
integrating procedures and methods, for resources to
facilitate cooperation between diverse actors and for
policy reform to ensure that diverse plans and policies are
functionally consistent.
Finally, they also comment that “Perhaps the most interesting –
and crucial – issue for the likely efficacy of the new regime relates
to the degree of citizen control and regional independence.”
The above concerns were reflected in the observation of one
interviewee who said that,
The NRM Act of 2004 brought more things (soil, plants
and animals) together into one act and one organisation.
However, it has not integrated them. Things simply were
‘cobbled together’ and thus the claim to have achieved
integration is a ‘crock of shit’. Bringing several statutes
together is not enough to make for ‘integration’. What drives
integration are the people in the process. Water has fallen
down in priority as key leaders or champions have retired or
left the public service.
Another individual added a similar view when commenting that,
Not unusual for senior public servants to give conflicting
advice to the Board because each was pushing a narrow
perspective which related to protecting their patch. As a
result, SA has been using a comprehensive rather than
an integrated approach. A key weakness is the middle
level staff who represent their department’s interests and
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position, rather than working with counterparts from other
State agencies to find an overall solution. Too often, the
motivation is patch protection.
Following from the above points, one respondent expressed a
frequently stated concern when commenting that,
Integration has been less about integration and more about
collation. It would have taken much longer to systematically
integrate a variety of things into the 2004 Act, and that was
not done because of the desire to be seen to be moving
ahead. Collation could be done faster. The idea was that
later, as Boards got experienced, gradually other matters
could be moved to them. However, by 2014 it appears as if
integration is running out of steam and there is declining
interest in an integrated approach.
The same person concluded that “The ideology of a single focus
on landscape is also declining with less funding available. I
anticipate the integrated approach to deconstruct to something
simpler for which progress can be achieved.”
A strikingly different caution has been flagged by Morrison,
McDonald and Lane (2004, 251-252). Specifically, they observe
that benefits can arise from fragmentation. In their opinion,
the presence of overlap and duplication leads to checks and
balances being built into a management system, provision
getting made for multiple accountabilities, and opportunities
arising for creation of partnerships. Furthermore, they
suggest that while mega-structures can be cumbersome and
brittle, dispersed power minimises risk of narrowly focused
perspectives dominating. More specifically, they argue that
when power is disbursed and multiple agencies are involved
then through negotiation and different perspectives it is
possible to achieve desirable political trade-offs. In brief, they
conclude that,
… it is clear that duplication, fragmentation, conflict, etc.
are not incidental, and not necessarily evil; they are instead
systematic elements present in the very structure of politics,
administration and science (p. 252).
This concern was reflected in comments reported in the previous
section, when reservations were expressed about putting
numerous functions under the responsibility of one Minister, and
losing the benefit of several Ministers sharing the oversight role.
Respondents provided many other thoughtful insights about
an integrated approach. A frequent comment was that when
an integrated approach leads to an effort to address all or most
aspects of inter-related systems, often too much time is taken
to develop plans, and tangible actions are not taken quickly
enough. Illustrating that view were comments such as,
An integrated approach can be problematic in that it is often
not clear how you prioritise among many matters. When
groups were focused on one matter, they knew what they
were doing and delivered. If you focus on a single issue, work
collaboratively with land owners, and provide tools and
support, you can be successful.

If too many things are brought together in Boards, the result
can be slowness, delays and inertia associated with ‘big
government’, and,
The more integrated you become, the more consultation you
need to be doing. But the more aspects get brought into an
integrated approach the more expensive it becomes and a
question has to be asked about what is a sustainable level of
integration that can be supported. That discussion usually
does not occur.
The above views are corroborated from other sources. For
example, Muffet (2008, 10) commented that a general
perception in Local Government was that,
… the term “Natural Resources Management” is too big
and audacious for people to comprehend and engage
in. This creates a sense of disengagement and, in some
cases, apathy regarding how NRM might be addressed and
embraced: The Board needs to change its current message
as the “NRM” term is a turn off. A number of council
representatives are keen to reframe the “NRM” message by
effectively “breaking it down” into a series of themes that
people are familiar with, for example – climate change,
agricultural lands, food sources, marine environment and
water. These could then be combined to create a platform
with NRM. It was noted that such an approach could
translate to an increased uptake in and interest for NRM.
The above quotations remind us that ‘integration’ is complex,
and has many pitfalls, regardless of which institutional pathway
is taken (e.g., agencies, boards, regional- or state-approach).
These difficulties do not mean an integrated approach
should not be used, but that those involved in its design and
implementation need to be willing to track the performance of
the institutional framework and partner relationships, and be
able to make changes as lessons are learned.
A related key message from various respondents was that regional
or water allocation plans often have taken so long to develop that
they lose value and cause frustration for local communities. One
explanation is that the plans seek to address too much, and it
would be better if they focused on the most important matters.
Indeed, it was often suggested that it appears as if the planning
process has frequently become the focus and the end, rather than
being a means to an end. As one respondent remarked,
Plans take so long to develop that they lose value and cause
frustration in regions for local communities and don’t
usually achieve what they set out to do. They try to address
everything whereas they should focus on the most important
matters. They are well intentioned but have not delivered.
Another respondent observed, “We need to be more flexible,
streamlined to focus on key issues in regions, help to bring the
community along, and move along much more quickly. Less time
should be spent on planning and more on implementation.”

Given the above reservations about how planning is happening,
another key message was that the current reality is that South
Australia is moving to smaller government with fewer human
and financial resources. As a result, it was suggested by one
senior State manager that people who look back fondly on
the catchment water management boards and their level of
engagement forget the amount of funding and other resources
needed to support them. Furthermore, this person argued that,
notwithstanding benefits of earlier approaches, those earlier
approaches are not sustainable today, so it is unrealistic to
assume the State could return to them. While there is general
agreement that the State Government is facing challenging
budget issues, not everyone agreed with the above view. For
example, a different perspective was that the catchment water
management boards were not unduly resource intensive.
Furthermore, it was emphasised that the budgets of each of the
catchment boards were reviewed by the Economic and Finance
Committee of Parliament annually for many years, providing
a regular assessment of outcomes against budgets. With
Government, opposition and independent members on that
committee, a balanced assessment was provided.
Another issue is that, in the view of some, managers are not
using all the tools available under the Natural Resources
Management Act, 2004 to achieve integration. As an example,
a consultant observed that “Statutory integration is not
done well. Provisions are there for integration, and thus the
legislation is a facilitator or enabler. But it means individuals
have to know what is possible and be willing to act.” An
example was given that NRM plans are supposed to ensure
Development Plans are consistent with them, and, if not, have
the Development Plan modified. It was stated this feature has
never been used. It is not clear why not, but it was suggested
that concern about treading on the toes of other agencies
or creating conflict with Local Governments were possible
explanations. It was also commented often that the public
servants and politicians in South Australia are risk adverse, and
reluctant to take hard decisions. If that is a valid concern, then
there are larger problems than trying to determine how to make
integrated natural resource management more effective.
A contrasting perspective on the above point was offered by a
different respondent. While agreeing that many State public
servants do not seem to know how to implement the legislation
to facilitate or enable integration, it was pointed out that two
catchment water management boards (Onkaparinga, Northern
Adelaide and Barossa) did move to have Development Plans
modified to be consistent with natural resource management
plans (Iwanicki, Bellette and Smith, in press). Having noted
that such action had indeed been taken, it was acknowledged
that the changing regulatory and administrative arrangements
over time had occurred simultaneously with retirement of
public servants and consultants, leading to a lack of historical
knowledge within the public sector and with consultants who
have more recently moved into the NRM field. It was noted
a further challenge was that ensuring consistency between
different plans and regulations “needs champions to drive this
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type of hard and drawn out activity.” Continuing, the person
observed that, “In a government that has been reducing
numbers of public servants employed in the environment
and water portfolio, coupled with increased politicisation of
the public service, public servant champions willing to put
their personal energy into achieving hard-won outcomes have
become an endangered species.”
A different example related to this concern was provided by a
local government manager. Regarding urban storm water, he
observed that his local government has had to gain approval
from 8 SA agencies, and each agency has different rules and
regulations which often conflict. He had no problem with
complex arrangements, but thought a road map should be
provided to help any organisation needing approvals. At a
minimum, in his view, a lead state agency should be identified.
An applicant then should be able to deal first with it before
moving on to one of the other involved SA departments. It was
apparent that the experience of his local government indicated
that it was not engaged with State partners using an integrated
approach. In contrast, another person said,
An integrated approach makes much sense in making sure
connections are made. Land owners like the idea of one-stop
shopping and not having staff from numerous agencies
visiting their property and sometimes giving conflicting advice.
But there is tension between state-level problem solving and
local-level problem solving. An additional downside is staff do
not have the time to get to know locals, as they used to.
One respondent also suggested that an integrated approach
is not used in a policy sense. He observed that people do try
to coordinate and cooperate, but there are many statutes and
policies which sometimes conflict with each other. To resolve
this dilemma, he argued it is critical to have strong leaders who
negotiate solutions regarding such conflicting directives. And,
his view was that Local Councils usually do not have a good
sense of an integrated approach, and often that inter-council as
well as inter-agency issues or conflicts occur, making it difficult
to achieve integration. For example, a respondent stated that
the City of Adelaide has separate strategies for water security,
water quality and biodiversity. As with the previous example,
however, it also was pointed out by another respondent that
some catchment water management boards did strive to
achieve integration regarding policies, such as by working to
ensure desired outcomes from the Native Vegetation Act and
the Water Resources Act were complementary. Such different
perspectives from respondents are a reminder about the care
that needs to be taken when reporting views from respondents,
since each person has his or her own experience to draw upon.
One consequence is that experiences beyond those of an
individual may not have been considered in a response. (See
also Section 4.3.3).
The above discussion highlights that real benefits are possible
from an integrated approach, but also that limitations and
challenges exist. Some of the latter are often beyond the control
of planners and managers, but for others choices exist about
how to move ahead.
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3.3 Intensive Consultation or a Responsible
Authority taking Decisions
In the context of Australia, Dovers (2003, 3-12) identified five
principles for resource and environmental management, one
of which was inclusiveness, or, the necessity to ensure those
affected become included and can participate, if learning and
improvement are to occur related to policy and management
for natural resources. He also noted that the type and extent of
inclusion must be designed with regard to the context. In terms
of specific benefits from the public being active participants,
Curtis (2003, 444) suggested from the experience with Landcare
that these include at least:
• sharing problems and ideas,
• being able to address common problems, and,
• being able to access financial and technical assistance from
government.
And, Measham et al. (2009, 17-20), based on their work in
northern South Australia, identified ‘factors for success’ which
include:
• building and maintaining trust,
•

attracting and retaining credible staff,

• ensuring facilitators become “translators between needs,
aspirations and cultures of resource users and the language,
culture and processes of government bureaucracies”,
• ensuring adaptability,
• maintaining enthusiasm and determination,
• providing sufficient resources and accountability,
• using partnerships effectively,
• creating credible representation of interests and establishing
a collective vision, and,
• developing effective communication.
Another matter is how much authority or power stakeholders
should have through participatory processes. As Dore et al.
(2003, 177) have observed, it is important to ensure clarity
related to expectations, objectives and responsibilities, as
well as regarding mandates, resources and capacities. They
also noted advantages and disadvantages from stakeholder
groups having statutory power. They point out that limited
powers allow non-governmental stakeholders to enjoy a
non-threatening and coordinating role with a wide range
of others from government, industry and the broader
community, something that might not be possible when
powers are prescribed by law. And, as Lane et al. (2009,67) have
commented, based on what they observed in South Australia,
new regional organisations of various kinds may be disruptive
regarding local engagement because they have the potential to
affect negatively existing social networks and relationships in
communities. In making that statement, they were not explicit
about which types of regional organisations could have a
disruptive effect.

Ewing (2003, 403) also cautioned that, to be successful in
engaging the public, regional natural resource management
organisations need to be large enough to facilitate an
integrated management approach but also small enough to
achieve authentic community participation. In her words,
If a group is too small, its ability to deal strategically with
catchment issues, across disciplines and communities, will
be compromised. If it is too big, then it runs the risk of being
‘irrelevant’ and of disenfranchising voluntary support (such
as Landcare groups).
Her observation highlights that the three tensions (systemwide vs. regional approach, holistic and integrated vs. focused
approach; serious engagement with the public vs. efficient
decision making) addressed here are inter-related and thus need
to be considered together.
The Commonwealth Government has supported a participatory
approach related to management of natural resources. For
example, the Parliament of Australia (2000, 42) stated that,
Successful catchment management may be a result of how
much the community owns, and has some control over the
issue. In some regions, communities feel as though they are
not adequately represented on the committees, and that
their views are not taken into account.
It went on to comment that (p. 43,)
… the catchment management approach combines three
ingredients necessary to address the environmental problems
facing the nation: 1. natural geographic divisions that are
readily understood and already accepted; 2. a basis upon
which to link communities of similar and shared interests
into regions of interest, in order to build a stronger and coordinated response to environmental degradation; and
3. widespread community acceptance of the approach and
existing infrastructure.
The Government of South Australia has consistently advocated
active engagement with the community related to catchment
and natural resources management. For example, one object
of the Catchment Water Management Act 1995 was “to
encourage members of the community to take an active part in
improving quality of catchment water”. Under the heading of
‘Consultation’, the Act specified that a catchment management
board “must consult the following persons when preparing a
draft management plan: each of the constituent councils, the
owner or owners of the land (if any) that the board considers
should be acquired by the board, ... and, the public”.
The above views were reinforced by the South Australia
Department of Water Resources (2000,25) when it stated that
one of 5 core values for water management was that, “South
Australians have the right to be informed, consulted and
involved in the management of water.” The State Water Plan
reflects this position. To illustrate, in introducing that plan, Mark
Brindal, Minister for Water Resources, wrote that,

The State Water Plan states the policies and actions for
sustainable growth complemented by the Water Resources
Act 1997. Together they provide for formal provision of
water for the environment, more effective community
participation, better integration of water with natural
resource management…(South Australia, Department of
Water Resources, 2000, 10).
More explicitly, in the Natural Resources Management Act 2004,
Chpt 2, Part 1, 7(3j), it is stated that, “the involvement of the
public in providing information and contributing to processes
that improve decision-making should be encouraged”, and
in the State plan for natural resources it is stipulated that a
purpose is to “Improve grass-roots community engagement
and participation in NRM, including in urban communities”
(Government of South Australia, 2012, 20).
The Chief Executive of the SA Department of Environment,
Water and Natural Resources also has endorsed the importance
of community engagement, while recognising the challenges. In
his view,
There is no better illustration of stewardship than that of
managing water. Many of our water resources are overexploited and put at risk the economic enterprises that
depend upon a reliable supply. A critical remedial role
we play is to orchestrate the rebalancing of use and the
application of measures to bring order and predictability
to water management. Often these activities are seen
negatively because they constrain individuals’ liberties in
the better interest of the community. As a consequence
we have to be better at explaining ourselves and
garnering community support. The trite response is to
‘engage and empower communities’ but this is no easy
task, especially when vested interests challenge these
changes (Government of South Australia, Department of
Environment, Water and Natural Resources, 2013, 5).
A report prepared for the Local Government Association of
South Australia (Regional Economic Development Associates,
2006, 5) indicated that local councils want to be involved in
NRM regional activities because NRM was viewed by them as
a ‘shared responsibility’, requiring engagement by all levels
of government. However, concern was expressed that NRM
for some aspects was an example of ‘cost shifting’ while for
other aspects local governments already were funding and
undertaking natural resource management initiatives. As a
result, the report called for clarification of roles and functions
related to statutory and regulatory responsibilities of both the
local governments and Natural Resources Management Boards
as well as regarding funding and resourcing (p. 12). This point
was reiterated by Wild River (2003, 343) who stated that “… a
key problem for LG [Local Government] remains, in that their
increased roles are rarely supported by sufficient long-term
and reliable funding options that ensure that both old and
new roles can be undertaken effectively over time”. Finally, the
report also observed that to nurture partnerships between local
governments and NRM Boards much more effort was needed by
all parties to improve communication strategies (p. 7).
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The Government of South Australia has also explicitly argued
that a regional approach is most likely to facilitate engagement
with local communities. For example, it has stated explicitly
that, “Water is managed on a regional basis in an integrated
and efficient manner by the community and governments”
(South Australia, Department of Environment and Natural
Resources, 1995, 65). Furthermore, if a regional approach is to
be effective, the SA Government has noted that there must
be sensitivity to regional differences. In that regard, the South
Australia Office for Water Security (2009, 30) stated that the
process for preparing regional water development and supply
plans “… will be flexible so that it can be tailored to meet
the needs of different regions” Furthermore, “ Community
engagement – drawing on the skills and knowledge of regional
communities – will be of paramount importance.” It re-iterated
the importance of custom-designed approaches to reflect
different regional needs, by stating (p. 132) that,
Community engagement will be integral to the success
of these plans. The mechanism used to engage with the
community may vary from region to region, based on
local circumstances and needs, and take account of water
planning and consultation that has occurred previously.
It will therefore be up to each region to develop its own
community engagement strategy.
The above view emphasizes the inter-connection between a
regional approach and initiatives to engage the community.
Many respondents expressed the view that there is less
engagement related to the Natural Resources Management
Boards than with the Catchment Water Management Boards.
One rural respondent stated, for example, that he
…. Really believes that in bringing together multiple acts the
outcome has been to disempower local people, who relate
best to their local patch. NRM Boards consistently state that
local people need to be at the centre of action, but the
reality is that their actions are rarely consistent with that
type of statement. There is increasingly less engagement
with and by local communities.
Explicit recognition of the importance of connecting with
Indigenous peoples is also shown in South Australia, with
statements such as
… consideration should be given to Aboriginal heritage, and
to the interests of the traditional owners of any land or
other naturel resources. (Natural Resources Management
Act, 2004, Chpt 2, Part 1, 7(3h));
Increase the involvement of Aboriginal people in NRM
across South Australia, and increase the recognition and use
of Aboriginal knowledge. (Government of South Australia,
2012, 24); and,
The Board recognises that where projects impact on the
fabric of local indigenous cultural heritage, local Aboriginal
aspirations and cultural and spiritual values must be
taken into account in planning processes and on-ground
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works. Consultation on these issues should be agreed in
liaison with Aboriginal people. The Board recognised that
the diversity of interests of Aboriginal peoples requires
flexibility and adaptability, and appropriate staff training.
(Northern Adelaide and Barossa Catchment Management
Board, 2001, Volume 1, 9)
During interviews, the recognition of the importance of
engaging with Indigenous peoples was confirmed, but also it
was frequently observed that achieving such engagement was
challenging. Many Indigenous voices exist, making it difficult
to know with whom to engage and when consensus could be
achieved.
Discussions with Indigenous respondents and others who
have interacted with them for decades helped to identify some
issues related to engagement with them. Respondents agreed
that people working for State agencies and Natural Resources
Management Boards generally are sincere in their desire to
engage meaningfully with Indigenous peoples. However, many
such staff have little understanding of Indigenous culture and
values. In particular, they often do not understand the process
of consultation within Indigenous communities, and that often
multiple spokespersons exist within such communities. One
result is that initial interest and enthusiasm for engagement
evolve into frustration and disappointment, and often to
disengagement. Such an outcome often occurs once it is
appreciated that the time frame needed for meaningful
engagement will often be much longer than the fiscal year
underlying many State and Natural Resources Management
Board plans and activities.
A further challenge, according to some, is that little is being
done systematically to assist State public servants deepen
their understanding about how to engage successfully with
Indigenous peoples. As a result, by default, the relatively few SA
Government staff with such experience are drawn upon in an
ad hoc manner to share their insights. A general concern about
such an approach is that it is unlikely to change significantly the
capacity within the South Australian public service to interact
effectively with Indigenous peoples.
A deeper concern also exists. Some Indigenous interviewees
identified two matters which are bothersome to their
communities. First, they argued that South Australia is
representative of the country in general in that it is significantly
behind countries such as the USA and Canada in terms of
engagement with Indigenous people. As a result, due to a view
that there is little tangible action to address Indigenous matters
overall in the state, there is doubt and scepticism that the many
statements regarding reconciliation and real engagement
are sincere. Second, a number of respondents explained that
they knew of Indigenous people who had become members
of various boards or committees for the SA government
or Natural Resources Management Boards, but eventually
resigned because they felt their views received little interest or
respect. Indeed, in some cases, examples were given regarding
how their observations or suggestions were challenged or
criticised in a sharper manner than suggestions put forward

by non-Indigenous peoples. As a result, they stepped down
because they concluded it was unlikely their ideas would receive
balanced assessment, and that they were wasting their time.
The aspiration for greater engagement with local communities
also has a pragmatic dimension. As one catchment water
management board observed,
Clearly the Board cannot and should not be responsible
for all activities to improve the health of the catchment
– everyone in the catchment community bears some
responsibility. Therefore the Board will pursue partnerships
with responsible catchment groups and interested parties,
to maximise cooperation between public and private land
and water managers. (River Murray Catchment Water
Management Board, 2003, 193)
And, if engagement is to occur, it also has been recognised that
effective communication is critically important. As one natural
resources management board remarked,
The communities of the towns and cities on the Eyre
peninsula are also crucial in engaging in natural resource
management. Effective communication with these
communities, and the encouragement, support and
promotion of their activities will continue to be critical
for all natural resources management organisations.
(Government of South Australia, Eyre Peninsula Natural
Resources Management Board, 2009, 20)
Comments from interviewees indicate various insights have
been gained from interacting with local communities. For
example, a State public servant commented that
The key is to engage the community. The issue is, how to
do that because usually we deal with ‘wicked problems’
(when it is not clear what the problem is, and there are
multiple dimensions, multiple stakeholders, no clear,
correct responses, and the only certainty is that things
will change). Makes it difficult to show results in a
conclusive manner. But, if you can demonstrate actions are
collectively heading in a desired direction, that is usually
sufficient to maintain support and momentum. To do
this, we need to take a landscape approach rather than a
‘bucket scale’ approach. And the more you can do, the more
residents are likely to see changes.

Another issue of concern is how much authority or
responsibility will be allocated to local communities or groups.
One senior person argued that
State officials need to acknowledge local groups, transfer the
ability to implement to them, and fund them in a transparent
manner. But this would require State agencies to do the
opposite of what they do, based on protecting their silos and
power. Devolution of responsibility is thus key.
The same person also suggested that “In addition to integrated,
we need to advocate for adaptation to local situations”. A
different respondent concurred, indicating need for balance
along a continuum of State consistency and response to local
conditions. With regional and local organisations, he suggested
the goal should be to search for locally appropriate solutions.
However, he observed that while some politicians are genuinely
committed to more local engagement, others are not supportive,
and especially are not keen to devolve power to local levels.
A different issue regarding giving more authority to the local
level is that it can result in local people having a compliance role
relative to neighbours. As one person said,
There is grief about what has been lost. Soil Conservation and
Animal and Pest Control Boards were pulled into the NRM
Boards, which had been administered by local councils and the
move was done because too many were corrupt, inefficient and
ineffective. These boards had a compliance role, and cannot
have that function in a subsidiarity model – with neighbours
making decisions that affect other neighbours.
Finally, connecting back to the significance of building in
flexibility and adaptability, already discussed above, a sentiment
was often shared as expressed in the following comment,
Regarding engagement, we need to use judgement about
how to do it. One size does not fit all. Sometimes we should
consult but other times we should be prepared to take
decisions and then explain how they were reached. We need
to be thoughtful and intentional.
As with the other two dichotomies, choices exist related to type,
degree and extent of public engagement. And, as with those other
dichotomies, there is not one correct answer or way to achieve
genuine engagement. There are options, each with advantages
and disadvantages, all of which need careful attention.

A different issue relates to the ability to engage with the
community when more functions and responsibilities are
given to regional organisations, such as the Natural Resources
Management Boards. As one person commented,
With the move to NRM Boards, one loss was the deep and
knowledgeable connection to community. Many staff are
less committed, passionate and engaged with the local
community. It will be argued that there still is engagement
with the local community, but the truth is it has become
corporatised, and because staff have more roles over a
larger area, they do not and cannot get to know the local
people as well.

21

4. Conclusions and Implications
4.1 Three Contextual Considerations
Three important contextual aspects are highlighted before
presenting conclusions and implications.
First, the South Australian State government has, and in the
foreseeable future is likely to have, fewer financial and human
resources than in the recent past to invest in this area of public
good. As a result, any changes to management of water and
natural resources will need to reflect this reality.
Second, many water and natural resources management issues
needing attention are best characterised as ‘wicked problems’
(Rittel and Webber, 1973). In the words of Churchman (1967,
B141) who introduced the concept of wicked problems, they are:
…. a class of social system problems which are ill-formatted,
where the Information is confusing, where there are many
clients and decision makers with conflicting values, and
where the ramifications in the whole system are thoroughly
confusing. The adjective ‘wicked’ is supposed to describe the
mischievous and even evil quality of these problems, where
‘solutions’ often turn out to be worse than the symptoms.
The point of highlighting the ‘wicked’ nature of many water and
natural resources problems is to remind us that one obviously
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correct solution to such problems is unlikely. Rather, alternative
solutions will be possible, each with advantages, disadvantages,
and uncertainties. The relative merits and limitations also will
vary depending on the values and priorities of any individual
or group. The challenge is to select a solution that will allow as
many benefits as possible to be realised, minimize downsides,
and reduce the likelihood of creating new serious problems or
exacerbating existing problems.
Third, a long-term perspective is essential. In many
countries and regions, problems related to water and
natural resources management often have taken decades to
develop. Consequently, it is unrealistic to believe that most
serious problems can be ‘fixed’ or resolved before a next
Commonwealth, State or local government election. Thus, a
long-term perspective and commitment is needed, one that can
be sustained when other policy issues compete for recognition
and funding. The need for a long-term view has been expressed
at both the Commonwealth and State levels. For example,
…the problems facing Australia’s catchment systems will
not be solved in a decade or even a quarter of a century.
They will take generations to address. For this reason, stable,
trusted institutions are required with access to stable
sources of funding. (Parliament of Australia, 2000, 84)

One of the challenges facing departments of environment
across Australia is to maintain support and funding as
public interest shifts and shorter-term considerations
dominate. Environmental management is a long game in
the sense that the benefits express themselves over long
time periods and the costs of inaction are often passed
to later generations. (Chief Executive’s Statement (A.
Holmes), Government of South Australia, Department of
Environment, Water and Natural Resources, 2013, 5-6)
However, as Mitchell et al. (2013, 104) have observed, often “There
is a clash between long-term natural resource issues and the
short-term economic and political issues faced by landholders
and elected officials.” In addition, memories can be short. Thus, a
few years after the Millenium Drought ended in South Australia,
general agreement is that water issues have dropped in visibility
and priority. The implication is that political and senior public
sector leaders need to not just recognise, but actively follow
through in practice and smart resourcing, the need for a long-term
approach to many water and natural resources management
issues. Without their leadership and advocacy in the long term,
it will be difficult to create and maintain momentum towards
solutions. As a result, it is recommended that at least 15 to 20
years be used as the time horizon for managing water and natural
resources management, to ensure a time frame well beyond the
one for local government and State elections.
In the context of the most likely reduced human and financial
resources, wicked problems and need for a long-term perspective,
strategic considerations are considered below.

4.2 Strategic Considerations
4.2.1 Three Dichotomies
South Australia has over 20 years of experience with various
integrated, regional and collaborative approaches to water and
natural resource management. Regarding the first dichotomy
identified in this report, South Australia should continue with
a regional focus. Such a focus does not mean that State-wide
considerations are not considered, but that explicit recognition is
given to custom design to apply State considerations in a way that
addresses local or regional issues.
In the context of a regional approach, several other aspects
follow. First, it is appropriate to consider and apply different
spatial units for management. That means it is not automatic
that a river basin or catchment should be the default spatial
unit for management. In the northern part of the State, the
boundaries of surface water catchments are less relevant than
in other regions and so it is logical to have chosen other criteria
to establish the regional boundaries. Second, a need exists,
while respecting human and financial resource constraints, to
ensure arrangements to connect with individual land owners
and communities are in place. It became clear that many people
on the ground view SA government staff as too often distant
and remote, and that the same people do not feel engaged with
the State government departments and committees, and with
Natural Resources Management Boards.

The second dichotomy relates to choices between a holistic
and integrated approach versus one focused on a relatively few
important issues. South Australia is typical of many jurisdictions
in that often the terms ‘integrated’, ‘comprehensive’, ‘holistic’,
‘ecosystem’ and ‘landscape scale’ are used interchangeably.
Such untidiness needs to stop if clarity of intent and creation
of realistic expectations is to be achieved. A key need is to
differentiate the term ‘integrated’ from the other terms.
That is, it is recommended that, when starting a planning or
management process, it is appropriate to conduct an initial
broad and rapid scan to identify potential key issues and
variables, and their interconnections. As quickly as possible,
however, attention should focus on the relatively few key
variables or factors which are significant drivers of change
related to natural resources systems, along with their interrelationships. This view is supported by Walker and Salt (2012,
23) in their book, Resilience Practice. In their words,
… one important insight that has arisen from decades of
research on resilience of social-ecological systems is that
the important changes in the system, the ones that can
constrain and redefine the futures of regions and whole
communities, are determined by a small set of three to five
key variables at any one scale. This is known as the “rule of
hand”, and it says that to understand significant change
in systems, it is important to identify this small set of
variables.
So it’s not about making things more complicated. It is
about enabling you to engage with complexity and focus on
what’s important.
Thus, a key message from this project is that ‘integrated’ and
‘comprehensive’, ‘holistic’, ‘ecosystem’ or ‘landscape scale’
approaches are not the same. An integrated approach which
also is focused is possible. Once these nuances are understood
and their significance accepted, it should be possible to
determine more clearly the scope and focus of an integrated
approach. The issues and variables to be integrated may well
be different in various regions within the State, and at different
spatial scales. And, while planners and managers should
acknowledge that we normally deal with complex systems and
much uncertainty, South Australia should never go the route
one respondent attributed to US President George W. Bush as
“Let’s complexify – distract and defer”.
The third dichotomy is whether to pursue extensive
consultation, or have government agencies listen carefully
to the public but then take decisions in a timely manner. Of
course, what is viewed as ‘timely’ will vary, depending upon
the perspective. Indeed, I have noted that one of the major
difficulties in achieving authentic engagement with Indigenous
peoples relates to different perspectives about time and
how quickly decisions should be made. While this example
may represent an extreme in differences of viewpoints, it is
a reminder that people often start with different hopes and
expectations. As a generalization, it appears as if many people
at the community level find the SA Government difficult
to engage with due to different priorities in agencies and
conflicting advice that can be provided. A first step in moving
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forward would be to recognise that people at the local and
community level are often feeling more disenfranchised than
they were prior to the Natural Resources Management Boards
and their programs. Once that has been acknowledged, attention
can turn to developing more genuine engagement, in the context
of increasingly limited funding and human resources.
Overall, opportunity and need exist to consider changes to the
approach to regional, integrated and engaged natural resource
management in South Australia. Certain drivers are likely to
push a need for changes, such as reduced financial and human
resources for State-supported initiatives, a growing ideology
advocating less government and more reliance on market and
economic tools to guide decisions, and, in contradiction to the
preceding points, growing expectation for deeper engagement
with communities and more opportunity for regional- or locallevel solutions to be identified and put into action.
To be more specific, there is growing appreciation by most
stakeholders about the interconnectedness among issues
and problems, but also understanding that such relationships
enhance complexity and uncertainty for problem identification
and solving. Indeed, some characterise the challenge as one of
determining how to address the ‘wicked problems’ mentioned
at the start of this section. Some suggest more effort is needed
to achieve better coordination, collaboration and cooperation,
while others believe such attributes unreasonably stretch out
the time to reach decisions and to take action. Therefore, in
the interests of efficiency and effectiveness, it is argued it is
desirable to develop a more focused and streamlined approach.
Tension exists between such views, suggesting deliberate
choices are needed about scope and focus.
Given the above findings, it is repeated that ‘integrated’ and
‘focused’ approaches are not mutually exclusive. It is suggested
that sufficient time should be taken to seek authentic
engagement with local stakeholders, on the basis that over the
long term it will result in more effective implementation, as
long as there is willingness to make decisions which normally
will result in winners and losers. As with other matters, what
constitutes ‘sufficient time’ will depend on values and will
be influenced by different cultural perspectives. However, at
a minimum there needs to be dialogue about time lines for
engagement, and for development of collective understanding
about pragmatic matters that should not allow engagement to
continue for unreasonable lengths of time.
In the same spirit, there is need for a pause and for systematic
examination of the three dichotomies or tensions identified
here. Each creates choices, and the difficulty in finding the right
position has been well recognised for a long time. The following
quote from Parker and Penning-Roswell (1980, 19) highlights
such awareness has existed for over 30 years:
Structural arrangements of water planning systems which
are as comprehensive as are needed today are continually
being pulled in two opposite directions. First, there is
pressure for fewer but larger organisations responsible
for many or all water functions. Such organisations aim
to minimize conflicts between functions and maximise
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both the potential for multipurpose use of water and the
economies of scale from exploiting water and associated
resources at a regional or larger scale.
However, the fewer and the larger the water planning
organisations the greater the potential for inflexibility and
the less the public is protected from excessive concentrations
of economic and political power. Here arises the second
pressure which is for greater local public accountability of
the water planning system, to ensure effective satisfaction
of local needs and specialist agencies to promote particular
functional areas. This pressure can result in a proliferation
of organisations, both local and regional, with divided
responsibility for any one function and greater potential for
conflict both between and within organisations than with
large multi-functional agencies…. Debate on the merits of the
different approaches will be endless since there is no perfect
solution which maximises all aspects of effectiveness yet
is sufficiently flexible to accommodate the shifting public
expectations of water planning ….
While the above comments focus upon water planning, they
are equally applicable to the type of management prescribed
under the Natural Resources Management Act, 2004. It is
recommended that South Australia pause and determine what
would be the right configuration of institutional arrangements
to achieve an integrated and focused regional approach
committed to authentic engagement by the public.

4.2.2 Natural Resources Management Act, 2004
A frequently shared view of respondents is that the Natural
Resources Management Act, 2004 was never intended to be the
ultimate statute, but rather one step forward in the evolution
towards an integrated, regional, collaborative and cooperative
approach. The statute was prepared relatively quickly to take
advantage of a perceived window of opportunity, with a few
matters (soil conservation, pest plants and animals) being
incorporated with water management. Ten years have since
passed, with modest amendments made to the act in 2013.
With 10 years of experience, and to reflect an adaptive
management approach, it is recommended that a systematic
and thorough assessment of the statute be completed, to
determine what substantive changes could be appropriate. The
rationale? As one respondent said related to the NRM statute,
‘It is clunky, Frankenstein like, with lots of bolt-ons. It is time to
assess it’”. Another individual stated that
The NRM Act is still clunky and not always clear what it
concentrates on. Water allocation planning continues, but
no comparable planning is done for soil conservation or
plant and animal control. Institutional arrangements for
natural resource management are incredibly important and
also messy, which often creates difficulties. Institutional
re-setting makes people have to re-set how they view the
world, something that does not happen readily or easily.
But over time, with an act or a new arrangement, we can
build up a history, a culture of doing things differently, if we
persevere and the approach endures.

An obvious reason for a review is that conditions change,
and new opportunities emerge. For example, one person
suggested changes are needed to the statute with regard to
its prescriptions related to communication. In that person’s
view, “The Act prescribes that there will be public notices in
newspapers for public meetings. But, for how long will people
be reading newspapers? It is necessary to amend the Act to
recognise the role of social media, crowd sourcing, etc., as
options for future communications”.
It is recognised that opening a statute for review can create
nervousness, since once opened, aspects may emerge that were
not anticipated or desired to be reviewed. Nevertheless, the
time is right for a review. Furthermore, an effective statute is a
necessary, but not sufficient, part of the foundation for effective
natural resource management. The rationale for this position is
articulated well by Bates (2003, 256), who commented that
The law concentrates more upon processes and procedures,
hoping that those will achieve outcomes, rather than
proscribing those outcomes. To this extent purposefulness is
not strong in legislation. Although modern natural resources
law generally states its objects, these objects are not
generally cast as duties on decision-makers. Ultimate control
is often vested in ministers. Governments manipulate the
purse strings of government agencies, and this affects the
ability of managers to carry out programs authorised by law.
One respondent also provided a thoughtful insight about the
role of legislation in his comment that “Legislation provides a
framework for management and sets boundaries. Each statute
goes so far but for us to move forward you need community
behind the intent of the statute. Without that it does not
matter what the statute says”.

4.2.3 Conference on integrated, regional, engaged and
focused approach to natural resource management
As part of the process to review the Natural Resources
Management Act, it is recommended that the SA Government
host a workshop or conference at which best practices related
to implementation of an integrated, regional, engaged and
focused approach to water and natural resource management
are shared. South Australia undoubtedly could learn from
experiences in other jurisdictions in Australia, so we suggest
presentations be invited from each State and Territory.
In addition, it would be helpful to have presentations from other
jurisdictions outside of Australia. To illustrate, in Canada, the
36 catchment-based Ontario Conservation Authorities were
created by statute in 1946, and thus have almost 70 years of
experience to share, especially related to visioning, planning,
financing and partnerships. Also in Canada, the 18 Manitoba
Conservation Districts function under the Water Protection Act,
2006 with the purpose “… to create healthy and sustainable
watersheds through focused, priority-based programs that
provide definite improvements to watershed health” (www.
gov.mb.ca/waterstewardship/agencies/ed/pdf1/cd_program_
brochure.pdf). The core principles for the Conservation Districts
include partnerships between levels of government and the

engagement of local citizens, cost-sharing by provincial and
municipal government partners which provide long-term core
funding, reliance on local decision making through Conservation
District boards and sub-districts, local people working together
with technical and scientific experts to solve local issues, and a
watershed basis for planning and management.
In the United States, the Watershed Councils in Oregon
facilitate partnerships among local, state and federal
governments to address water management issues in
collaboration with local residents and landowners. And
adjacent Washington State has a statutory-based watershed
planning program focused on water quality issues. From
Europe, Wales is initiating a new water strategy, which is
characterized in the following words,
Key to our approach is the development of a more integrated
approach to managing water as part of our wider approach to
natural resource management. A more integrated approach to
the way we manage our water resources will help to promote
the coordinated management of water, land and related
resources. This in turn will enable us to maximise economic and
social benefits in an equitable manner while protecting vital
ecosystems and the environment (Welsh Government, 2014, 5).
The above examples from Canada, the United States and Wales
highlight that considerable thought about and experience with
various integrated, regional, engaged and focused approaches
exist. South Australia could learn much from such experiences,
and also has much to share from its experiences. The lessons
could help to inform modifications to future policy and practice
for the State.

4.2.4 Engagement with Indigenous Peoples
In Section 3.3, in the discussion related to engagement with
Indigenous peoples, it was noted that many SA State staff
have little understanding of Indigenous culture and values. In
particular, it was suggested that they often do not understand
the process of consultation within Indigenous communities,
and that often multiple spokespersons exist within such
communities. A related observation was that, according to some,
relatively little is being done systematically to assist State public
servants deepen their understanding about how to engage
successfully with Indigenous peoples. As a result, by default, the
relatively few SA Government staff with such experience are
drawn upon in an ad hoc manner to share their insights which is
not significantly improving capacity across the South Australian
public service to interact effectively with Indigenous peoples.
Given the above findings, it is recommended that the SA
Government consult with Indigenous peoples and those in
the public service who are acknowledged to have a deep
understanding of Indigenous values and processes, and
develop a training program for SA State staff to improve
their understanding of Indigenous culture and decisionmaking processes. Such an initiative would be one step
toward enhancing capacity in the SA government to engage
more effectively with Indigenous peoples related to natural
resources management.
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4.2.5 Resilience
A final concept deserving attention in a review is ‘resilience’.
This concept is referenced by the SA Government and by some
Natural Resource Management Boards. For example, in its State
natural resources plan for 2012 to 2017, the Government of South
Australia (2012, 6) identifies 1 of 3 goals to be, “Improved condition
and resilience of natural systems” and defines ‘resilience’ as “The
capacity of complex systems (social, economic or environmental) to
respond (and adapt) to external shocks and disturbances without
losing their essential functions and identity” (p. 2). And, the
Adelaide and Mount Lofty Ranges Natural Resources Management
Board (2013, 7) states that its natural resources plan “… takes a
systems/resilience approach” which involves:
• “thinking about the region as linked systems, rather than
individual national resource assets (eg., water, pests, biodiversity).
• recognising complexity, uncertainty and natural variability.
• identifying the drivers that may cause a system to shift to a more
undesirable state.
• identifying the way in which those drivers may act on a system
and the thresholds that may exist between states.
• targeting effort towards where it can make the greatest
difference to prevent systems approaching or crossing
thresholds”( Government of South Australia, Adelaide and Mount
Lofty Ranges Natural Resources Management Board (2013, 7)
It appears as if resilience may be being viewed as a concept that
should replace or be used to complement the notion of sustainable
development. ‘Resilience’ does offer potential to guide planning
and management. However, there is risk that ‘resilience’ may end
up in a situation similar to ‘integration’, with individuals believing
they understand what it means but there being no commonly
shared interpretation. There also is risk that, as one respondent
commented, resilience could become the latest ‘flavour of the
month’ or ‘in topic’, without careful thought about what it does
and does not mean. In that regard, the two books by Walker and
Salt, Resilience Thinking (2006) and Resilience Practice (2012) are
recommended for those considering application of the concept.
The following aspect deserves particular attention. In Resilience
Thinking, Walter and Scott (2006, 14) emphasise that “resilience
thinking is about understanding and engaging with a changing
world”. In their second book, Resilience Practice, they re-iterate this
point by noting what resilience is not. In their view, there is
… a misperception that sometimes arises, that being
resilient is about keeping things the same or bouncing back
to exactly the same condition.
Resilience is not about not changing. This sounds a little
paradoxical.
….However, being resilient requires changing within
limits – in fact, probing those limits.…. Staying exactly the
same is actually a prescription for the loss of resilience
because the system loses its capacity to deal with change
and disturbance. Traditional approaches to resource
management, based on idea sof optimal sustainable yield,
often fall into this trap. (Walker and Salt, 2012, 23-24)
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Thus, Natural Resources Management Boards that are
incorporating the concept of resilience into their natural
resources management plans are strongly encouraged to ensure
a common understanding of the concept, and what it implies
for how natural resources will be managed.

4.3 Operational Considerations
The above observations identified strategic matters which
need attention. Below, operational matters that also need
consideration are discussed, including: length of time to
complete plans, monitoring and assessment, and levies. Each is
considered in turn.

4.3.1 Length of Time to Complete Plans
As already noted in this report, concern has been expressed at
what is viewed to be an unreasonably long time to complete
overarching regional NRM plans for each region under the
jurisdiction of the Natural Resources Management Boards,
or for water management or allocation plans. Examples were
identified where plans had often taken more than 5 years to
complete, with some still being ‘in preparation’ after almost
10 years. It is understandable that conditions change and
plans need to be revised and/or updated, but inordinately long
periods of time to complete plans reduces their relevance, utility
and credibility. As a result, a high priority should be to examine
the plan preparation process, determine what is causing such
lengthy processes, and decide how to reduce the time for
preparation. It is recommended that plans should be completed
in not more than 30 months, and preferably within 24 months.

4.3.2 Monitoring and Assessment
Monitoring and assessment are needed if plans, and policies,
are to be modified in light of experience and new knowledge.
Such functions are prescribed by statute in SA for the Natural
Resources Management Act, 2004. However, protocols or best
practices need to be considered to enhance the credibility of
such monitoring assessment. For example, Cullen (2004, 51)
stated that,
It is not enough to leave this [monitoring] to the Natural
Resources Management Boards, since this is little more than
self-reporting. The State needs to design and implement a
professional monitoring program to monitor stream flow,
river health, groundwater depth and quality and selected
other elements. This should be designed to meet the needs
of managers in agencies and the boards, and for regulators.
The results need to be publicly reported on the Web.
Monitoring and assessment processes also need to evolve to
reflect and keep up with changing conditions. In this regard, the
Onkaparinga Catchment Water Management Board (2000, 99)
observed that
….The key components of evaluation referred to by the State
Water Plan are appropriateness, effectiveness and costeffectiveness.

Catchment management is an evolving task. This is partly
due to the gradual increase over time of information
available at local, national and international levels on
management methods, and is partly due to the fact that
management priorities change and move on as catchment
works progress and as changes in the behaviour of
the catchment community take place. The methods of
evaluation therefore also need to be adaptive, and change
over time to follow the needs of the catchment plan.
Thus, as with the Natural Resources Management Act, it would
be timely to assess arrangements for monitoring and assessing
the outputs and outcomes associated with an integrated,
regional, engaged and focused approach to natural resources
management in SA.

4.3.3 Levies
In terms of the Natural Resources Management levy, it was
initially created when Catchment Water Management Boards
were formed, as a way to provide funding for them, and not
have them totally dependent on other levels of government
for funding. The rates were levied on residents within the
area of a board, were collected by Local Governments using
existing collection processes, and then passed along to the
Boards. The levies were maintained when the Natural Resource
Management Boards were established.
Some local government councils and councillors have
continuously criticized the levy as a State-initiated tax that local
governments are required to collect but do not have final say over
how the funds are allocated. The Local Government Association
also has been persistent in calling for the levy to be ended, or
significantly changed, and for commissioning studies of the levy
(e.g., Emery, 2009 ). Suggestions have been made that the current
NRM levy should be removed and replaced with either a Statewide NRM levy imposed and collected by the State Government,
or have the Boards be funded directly from the State’s general
budgetary resources, or a combination of both.
Some researchers also have suggested that the levy should
be re-designed to provide more incentive for individuals to
reduce their footprint on water and other resource systems
(Wu, McKay and Hemphill, 2008, 2011). It should be noted,
however, that the Onkaparinga Catchment Water Board took
such action in that regard (Bellette, 2001; Iwanicki, Bellette and
Smith, in press). A refund of a levy, in full or in part, via s140 of
the Water Resources Act was allowed for activities undertaken
by landholders to conserve water or maintain or improve the
quality of water, or to provide other benefits; specifically in
this case, conservation of native vegetation, under a ‘Heritage
Agreement’ pursuant to the Native Vegetation Act, 1991. The
proposal for the refund was passed through the Economic
and Finance Committee of Parliament as a change to the levy
protocol for the Onkaparinga Board. This provision of the Water
Resources Act has been carried through to the NRM Act: Section
114 of the Natural Resources Management Act provides for a
refund of a levy for activities that conserve, protect, maintain or
improve the quality or state of natural resources.

The above example indicates the levy does not need to
be redesigned in order to create incentives to reduce the
footprint of users of natural resources. Instead, and similar
to the development of integration of plans and policies, more
attention needs to be given to ensuring practitioners are aware
of provisions in the existing legislation and regulations that
already are in place.
It also was learned that the Local Government Association
has not conducted a survey of ratepayers to determine their
view of the levy, but that several Boards have conducted
surveys and found general support for the levy. In my view, the
continuous raising of this matter is not leading to a productive
dialogue or outcome, and, it is not clear what the motivation
is for it being raised as an issue. This matter should be brought
to closure. To achieve that end, it is suggested that the Natural
Resources Management Boards and the Local Government
Association collaborate to conduct a survey of a sample of
local ratepayers to clarify the views of ratepayers on this
matter. If the levy is an issue for ratepayers, then attention
should be given to possible changes. Absent such information
and insight, it is possible that the levy issue is continuing to be
raised for political or other reasons.

4.4 Final Remarks
South Australia has accomplished much related to management
of water and related natural resources over the past 25 years,
and some of these accomplishments are documented in this
report. At the same time, respondents were clear that not
everything intended in the Catchment Water Management Act,
1995, the Water Resources Act, 1997 and the Natural Resources
Management Act, 2004 has been achieved. In some cases, the
gap between intent and accomplishment reflects no more than
the aspirations in the statutes being very ambitious, and that
it was always appreciated time would be needed to implement
various initiatives. It is also apparent that at various times
individuals in various positions became advocates and worked
diligently so that the intent behind the statutes was being
advanced. It also is recognised that other policy problems and
issues continuously compete for attention and resources, and
that especially since the ending of the Millenium Drought water
has not had as high a profile as it did when the impacts of the
drought were so visible to everyone.
However, even in a time of more scarce human and financial
resources, opportunities exist for South Australia to become
a national leader related to water and natural resource
management. In this report, actions are identified that would
allow the State to move ahead to improve natural resource and
water management in the State, and become an acknowledged
leader for the nation.
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