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Introduction

The health of the environment across the globe is in decline due to human activities, with rising species extinctions (Proenca & Pereira,
2013), risk of desertification (Nufiez et al., 2010), and natural disasters (IPCC, 2012). Humans have played a critical role in this decline and
must play a critical role in its reversal if our species is to survive into the future.
“The Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity (TEEB) study, hosted by UNEP, estimates that, if deforestation and land use change
continue as at present, the world will suffer losses in “natural capital”” worth between 1.3 and 3.1 trillion Euros. That is more than
the financial capital wiped off Wall Street and London City Banks in 2008, the worst year in their history. And it will happen every
year.” (Langdale, 2010, p. 18)
This response explores Australia’s regional approach to natural resource management, and provides a snapshot of the challenges, successes,
and learnings of this national experiment.

The history, effectiveness, performance and future of the National Landcare Program, including:
The establishment and performance of the Natural Heritage Trust

¢ Community-based natural resource management has existed across the globe in various formats since the 1980s (Prager & Vanclay,
2010). The community-based model is held to have developed as a bottom-up approach that brought local issues into focus for
collaborative action. Critical political changes recognising the decline in the nation’s natural resources occurred in the 1990s, and
involved the signing of bilateral agreements by the Australian and state/territory governments for delivery of investment programs
implemented through a new, catchment-based approach to natural resource management. The Australian approach involved the
recognition—and in some cases creation—of 56 regional natural resource management organisations (regional bodies) across the country,
with regional scale planning and investment programs developed by each for their allocated area of responsibility. The models adopted
in each state and territory varied, with some adopting statutory arrangements and others non-statutory. The regional approach was
initially implemented as a grand experiment (Lockwood, Davidson, Curtis, Stratford, & Griffith, 2009), which since inception has
provided significant material for analysis of the approach’s successes and failings (e.g. Robins & Dovers, 2007; Taylor, Robinson, & Lane,
2009; Wallington, Lawrence, & Loechel, 2008).

e Natural Heritage Trust (NHT) was a useful program - positives included: the scale and scope of the program - adequate resources and
flexibility to strategically invest as well as undertake on-ground works. On the down-side it lacked some of the focus and targeting that
improved in the initial CFoC programs.

e Unfortunately, the flexibility of the NHT programs was not well handled by many organisations/groups who received funding through the
program. The quality of outcomes was extremely variable - from both government and community stakeholders - which was
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demonstrated in reviews during and after the program. Many issues were simply due to low performing community based groups having
poor governance and performance standards. While there is much ‘lip service’ paid, it was (and still is) politically naive to overtly
challenge or enforce governance and/or performance standards with voluntary community groups.

The establishment and performance of the Caring for Our Country program

e The challenges and successes facing Australia’s regional NRM organisations can be grouped under four headings:

— Stability and longevity
— Science and Impact

— Engagement

— Knowledge management

CHALLENGES

Stability and longevity challenges are those that impact
on the momentum, constancy, and legacy of activities
undertaken by the regional bodies. These challenges
include:

a general heavy reliance on government funding, which is
inherently changeable with policy and election cycles
(Dovers, 2013; Lockwood et al., 2009; Robins &
Kanowski, 2011);

reliance by some regional bodies on State/Territory
government staff/researchers as key technical advisors
and as knowledge and information providers (e.g.
Richardson, 2012), access to which changes as
government staffing policies ebb and flow; and

for statutory regional bodies, government cycle
influences on organisational structure and purpose.
Restructure can lead to internal knowledge and skills loss

Stability and longevity

SUCCESSES

Stability and longevity
Successes in the area of stability and longevity include:

many government funding programs have moved from annual negotiations to 3-6
year agreements. This provides better continuity and the ability to stage
engagement around community interest and capacity, while retaining the
flexibility to address emerging issues (e.g. Australian Government,

2013a; Department of Environment, 2013);

in non-statutory states, the separation from government has allowed some
regional bodies to maintain structural stability and internal decision-making
around organisational focus (e.g. refer to Condamine Alliance case study);

the regional plans, developed in collaboration with stakeholders have provided
consistent regional focus that supports identification of commonalities between
community and investor priorities; helping maintain momentum towards longer
term targets when shorter term investor changes occur; and

governance practices and business models of the regional bodies have matured
over time, with some individual results approaching broader business best

practice standards (Vogel, 2013).

Senate Inquiry National Landcare Program 6 August 2014

Page 2 of 15




ﬁ') Condamine

WATER WILDLIFE

National Landcare Program
Submission 3

Condamine Alliance Submission
Senate Committee Inquiry into National Landcare Program

CHALLENGES
(Hillman & Howitt, 2008).

SUCCESSES

Science and Impact

Science and impact challenges are those that affect the
technical appropriateness of activities, and
understanding of activity outcomes. One of these
challenges is difficulty in accessing and interpreting the
best available science as the basis for program design,
for example:

variable/lack of investor desire to fund research and
development within natural resource management
programs (e.g. Australian Government, 2013b);

lack of access to, and lack of resources or skills to
interpret, the latest science presented in relevant
journals (Land and Water Australia, 2006); and

lack of tools and experience for incorporation of socio-
economic aspects of natural resource management
(Richardson, 2012; Seymour, Pannell, Roberts, Marsh, &
Wilkinson, 2008).

A second challenge relates to difficulties in assessing the
impact of activities on the natural resources. For
example, Richardson (2012) identified the following
overarching barriers to effective monitoring and
evaluation by regional bodies:

investors’ general short-term program focus on outputs
(e.g. number of participants, length of fencing etc.)
rather than outcomes (also Lockwood et al., 2009);

long timeframes before changes in the natural resources
are evident and measurable (e.g. regrowth of native
vegetation can take decades)

Science and Impact
Successes in the area of science and impact include:

Australian government funding of dedicated research projects to support
regional plan updates to incorporate climate change adaptation and mitigation,
which is building relationships between regional bodies and researchers and
focusing research outcomes on regional knowledge needs (Department of
Environment, 2014);

Australian government adoption of a single online data capture portal, MERIT
(refer to https://fieldcapture.ala.org.au), which supports the capture of the
geographic locations and nature of funded activities, and resource condition

data (where possible) for longer term analysis of impact; and

Specific examples exist across the country that shows positive impacts and new
scientific knowledge from regional body activities. One example is the River
Rescue program as a flagship for Condamine Alliance.
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CHALLENGES

variable capacity to include monitoring longer term
resource condition change within funding agreements;
and

complexity of system interactions leading to issues in
isolating program impact from other influences (e.g.
seasonality and other programs’ effects).

A final challenge is the difficulty in balancing political
agendas and scientifically identified priorities. Conflicts
between these two agendas can take investor focus away
from natural resource priorities and increase the
complexity of communication requirements placed on
regional bodies to explain priorities to their
communities.

SUCCESSES

Engagement

Engagement challenges are those that impact on the
involvement of regional stakeholders in natural resource
management programs. These challenges include:

due to many of the issues listed above, challenges in
obtaining and retaining stakeholder trust (Lockwood et
al., 2009);

mismatches between regional priorities and the
investors’ scales of priority, which may be quite different
(Crabb & Dovers, 2007);

in States with statutory regional bodies, the mix of
regulatory roles and engagement with the same
stakeholders for voluntary action can lead to trust issues
(Lockwood et al., 2009);

unaligned boundaries across stakeholders (Herr, 2007, as
cited in Larson & Brake, 2011) and natural resources,

Networks and engagement

One great success achieved through the regional approach was seen in the rapid
response to the 2010/11 floods in Queensland. These floods affected more than
78 percent of the State (an area bigger than France and Germany combined) and
over 2.5 million people, with damage estimated as totalling more than $5 billion
(Queensland Floods Commission of Inquiry, 2012). In Queensland, the regional
bodies in affected areas quickly instigated response support programs with their
communities (e.g. establishment of volunteer clean-up crews; acquisition of
satellite and aerial imagery; and undertaking field surveys for damage
assessments and recovery planning) and later received funding from the
Queensland government to implement recovery activities. The community
networks of the regional bodies allowed quick access to affected landholders
and facilitated the rapid flow of information and support to assist with recovery
efforts.

The networks held by some of the regional bodies provide great capacity to
direct information and engagement to very specific target audiences with
confidence. In many regions, the regional body “knows someone, who knows
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CHALLENGES
which adds to the complexity of management,
engagement and priority-setting;
lack of whole-of-government approach to support
decision-making (Mitchell, Norton, Grenfell, & Woodgate,

2007); and

mismatched devolution of power compared with task
responsibilities (Lockwood et al., 2009).

SUCCESSES |
someone, who knows someone; so you can get to the person you really want to
engage. This depth and breadth of networks has never existed with such
strength” (pers. com. P. Hamilton, 17 April 2014).

Knowledge management

A key knowledge management challenge for the
Australian natural resource management sector as a
whole, is the lack of collaborative information systems
(within the regional body network, at State and national
program levels, and including private sector data) to
support cross-regional sharing of activity records, impact
information and learnings (Fero, Duncan, & Spry,

2013; Lockwood et al., 2009; Roberts, Seymour, &
Pannell, 2011). Such a system (or systems) could
compound the rate of program improvement over time to
greatly increase efficiencies and outcomes.

See comment above re CfoC providing better focus and
targeting - the business plan and value proposition was
well articulated and there was a clearer plan than before
for purchasing public benefit environmental outcomes.
This was no doubt due in part to the maturity of the
people, knowledge and processes around environmental
investment priorities and decisions.

Unfortunately, the “‘opening up’ of investment to a wider
group of stakeholders (i.e. not NRM groups) brought new
challenges. The concept is a good one - i.e. to bring in
competition and pursue efficiencies, however many of

Knowledge management
Successes in the area of knowledge management include:

Spatial data portals being implemented by some states (e.g. NSW) and some
national investment programs (e.g. Biodiversity Fund and Caring for Our
Country) for whole-of- state or program natural resource management activity
data collection;

Annual national conference for natural resource management knowledge sharing
(refer to http://www.conference.nrmregionsaustralia.com.au/); and

National and State-based communities of practice among practitioners, which

facilitate the sharing of opportunities and learnings, and the identification of
common interests where collaboration can lead to efficiencies.
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CHALLENGES
the new players had (and still have) little or no
understanding of environmental systems or how to
achieve on-ground practice change. As a result, much of
the investment was wasted on initiatives and tools which
by their nature could not achieve the required results.

The common negative legacy of CfoC and NHT is the
plethora of activities and tools that didn’t work -
because they were fundamentally flawed in their design.
This is a common type of failure in public good programs
- well intended ‘perpetrators’ are enabled to inflict
inappropriate solutions on ‘victims’ for the life of a
project (i.e. 3 to 5 years) and rarely suffer any penalty.
In the real world, customer/sales signals and other
commercial considerations usually result in corrective
action much sooner. The fundamental difference is in the
performance indicators used - commercially viable
models consider customers value propositions - no value
means no sales.

SUCCESSES |

The outcomes to date and for the forward estimates period of Caring For our Country

e Through the Caring For our Country, there have been some key learnings that can be taken from the Australian experiment. From the

literature, these learnings include:

— Maintain autonomy through diverse funding sources that increase autonomy and longevity (Lockwood et al., 2009; Prager & Vanclay,
2010), and an identity distinct from related government agencies (Lockwood et al., 2009)

— Ensure good governance through effective administrative procedures and institutional arrangements (Prager & Vanclay, 2010), and
monitoring and evaluation that focuses on outcomes rather than outputs (Lockwood et al., 2009);

— Ensure power is devolved to match the assigned tasks (Lockwood et al., 2009), shared through cooperation at multiple scales (Larson
& Brake, 2011), and balances cooperation and competition (Lockwood et al., 2009);
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— Maintain focus on what’s really important through long term thinking (Larson & Brake, 2011) that allows for creation and sharing of
knowledge to tackle the complex issues (Measham, 2013), and considers the complexity of the systems involved (Cotching, Sherriff,
& Kilpatrick, 2009);

— Balance the value placed on local and scientific knowledge in decision-making (Larson & Brake, 2011; Lockwood et al., 2009) and
include all relevant stakeholders to build ownership and comprehensive issue identification (Prager & Vanclay, 2010);

— Invest in the socio-economic and human aspects required for long-term change (Dovers, 2013), including effective staff training
(Prager & Vanclay, 2010);

— Understand your stakeholders; what you can expect of volunteers (Prager & Vanclay, 2010), how they like to communicate (Cotching
et al., 2009);

— Implement programs that change the social meaning of land management practices (Minato, Curtis, & Allan, 2012), turn participants
into champions (Cotching et al., 2009), and build trust (Sharp, Thwaites, Curtis, & Millar, 2013);

— Get the most out of available information through effective knowledge management systems (Land and Water Australia, 2006;
Lockwood et al., 2009), systematic use of available information (Land and Water Australia, 2006; Seymour et al., 2008), use of local
experts to translate the science (Cotching et al., 2009), and ensuring systems facilitate two-way information flow through and
between organisations (Land and Water Australia, 2006; Prager & Vanclay, 2010; Roberts et al., 2011);

e Cannot speak for other regions/funding recipients but outcomes to date in this region are on track for full delivery - on time. This is
despite a much delayed start in several program areas due to problems with the MERI process negotiations initially and subsequently
with the ‘clunky’ implementation of the on-line MERIT.

e From a service provider perspective it appears the MERI process was used to re-negotiate and re-align projects after contracting based
on an initial proposal - which has not happened before. Previously, changes were requested and negotiated prior to approval of the
project concept and then the MERI was developed to align with the agreed outcomes and activities. On this occasion there was no
indication the projects were required to be changed until gaining agreement on MERI plans became problematic. Had it been made clear
from the outset that the initial approval of proposals was not an approval of the specific objectives and activities, which we had
assumed, the process could and would have been managed very differently?

e Given we have experienced a precedent of project scope ‘creep’ after initial approval, it is unclear what expectations service providers
should have for the remaining contracted period of current projects and for future programs.
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The implications of the 2014-15 Budget for land care programs, in particular, on contracts, scope, structure,
outcomes of programs and long-term impact on natural resource management

e The full implication for programs is as yet un-known because of the lack of detail available in relation to proposed changes. The
reduction in overall funding and significant re-alignment of some existing funding will no doubt have an impact on how environmental
capacity building and practice change services are delivered going forward. However, the cumulative impact on individual service
providers will depend on their individual investment portfolios. Those with more diverse sources of investment will have different
opportunities and risks to those without.

e An as yet unknown factor is the extent to which service providers and their individual business models are susceptible to resourcing
thresholds. Depending on the services they have been contracted to deliver and the delivery platforms they are using to do so, the
reduction in available funding will have different impacts. l.e. service providers using more sophisticated program designs which exploit
linkages and leverage from other similar programs are potentially more at risk when some programs cease than those who utilise the
older less efficient “silo’ delivery approaches. Synergistic programs are much more efficient and effective but rely on the availability of
multiple streams to achieve the leverage. The silo approach trades the efficiency and effectiveness of collaboration for the lower
returns and risks of a single source.

e Given the points above, it is clear that a reduced investment could potentially have a disproportional impact on the achievement of
natural resource outcomes. Because of the interconnectedness of productivity and environmental issues; and the thresholds involved in
achieving beneficial outcomes, even small changes in the availability or targeting of resources can have a devastating result.

The Government's policy rationale in relation to changes to land care programs
Some positive aspects

— The program has an underpinning philosophy of engaging and enabling responsibility, taking and purposeful action by communities

— The approach is based around local community action, which Condamine Alliance strongly supports because it has been
demonstrated to work

— The key elements reflect good foundational principles for effective engagement and participation of both community stakeholders
and service providers

— Grass roots engagement is encouraged which ensures inclusion and involvement of all relevant stakeholders
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The program recognises the role and value of volunteerism and stewardship in delivery of locally relevant on-ground outcomes
The Landcare organisation and its ethos has been restored as a core component of the national framework and approach

The idea of decadal change and decadal investment in NRM outcomes is fantastic - it gives a long enough time frame to see change
and also reflects the reality of achieving significant and permanent shifts in awareness, attitudes and practices.

The Challenges

e Current Capacity of Landcare and other volunteer groups:

It would be an incorrect assumption that the new program vision reflects the current situation for voluntary community networks and
other stakeholders. To be successful, the program should aim to build an improved Landcare going forward. There is a significant gap
between where the community is and where the program aspires for them to be which will require time for change to accommodate
the cultural shift

In this region and many other areas the ‘health’ of traditional Landcare groups has deteriorated over the last 10 years largely due to
the widening gap between the capacity of community groups and the requirements of current investment programs. The Landcare
approach articulated in the framework is what many individuals and groups aspire to but does not reflect the reality for most groups.

The lack of planning and organisational structure for Landcare to operate within is an issue. The Landcare network does not
currently have the capacity for high level strategic planning and management.

e Availability of volunteers and volunteers groups

It may be an assumption that there are sufficient volunteers available for the anticipated extent of on-ground action. Volunteer
group’s feedback to us is there are insufficient numbers of volunteers for current initiatives in most areas. Growing the number of
initiatives will require an aligned recruitment process.

e Adequate resources

Resourcing will be essential to make this work. The volunteer capacity exists but only in the short bursts - gone are the days where
people commit for ‘committees’ - this is a common trend across all community groups

The 7 key elements are strong but will require significant resources and strategic focus to turn them into tangible on-ground
outcomes.
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— Resourcing ‘locally driven approaches to local issues and self-determination’ could have impact on expected NRM outcomes but to do
this the framework needs to clearly articulate the link between local actions to global solutions as this is currently missing.

— Macro level problems are articulated (eg. increasing populations) however the solutions offered are micro level (eg. Weed and
animal pest control, salinity management). To be effective against the major environmental challenges the solutions need to be
meaningful and the connections/logic clear on how they contribute

— Further planning around implementation should recognise the significant transaction costs associated with coordination of
community/volunteer group based approaches. Recognising and resourcing the community engagement and coordination will be
essential for a successful program.

e Links to planning and action

— The way the program reads it appears to be all bottom up with not strategic linkages to the national agenda, regional NRM plans or
national NRM targets. Making the strategic linkages more overt would strengthen the program.

— Needs to be a strong balance between planning and action. In the 1990’s it was all about action; and the 2000’s were all about
planning; let’s make the 2010’s about joining these two together to implement planned actions.

e Best Practice Project Management

— Program and project designs and structures will need to be reconfigured to facilitate high-level participation of volunteer community
groups to ensure the appropriate amount and type of support and capacity building. I.E. the risk is doing the same and getting the
same.

— There appears to be an assumption that an improvement in resource condition will be found when the actions and their impacts are
measured - this is a large assumption if the actions are not informed and targeted.

— The incorporation of a business enterprise approach (to complement the volunteerism and stewardship) would strengthen the
framework

— Statements about past Landcare achievements are overlooking the level of investment that was required to get the involvement and
outcomes from the volunteers.

e Linkage to local networks

— Moving away from a regional body framework (which integrates stakeholders at regional level, including Landcare) will decrease
local involvement, reduce continuity through the existing systems and networks; reduce the broad engagement of all stakeholders.
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— An approach without the regional body support limits the audience and creates critical risks by relying entirely on stewardship and
volunteerism which are likely to be exhausted pretty quickly - other drivers for action will be required or momentum will die.

e The Green Army - promoting what appears to be an employment program as a dedicated environmental initiative is a high risk strategy.
Feedback from community groups has been negative about this program - they believe it: disenfranchises local voluntary environmental
groups (i.e. Landcare); is unlikely to have any positive environmental impacts; and is not a good use of resources.

Analysis of national, state and regional funding priorities for land care programs

e NLP feedback document deals with the national level

o State policy currently appears to be one of appeasement. Given they use the Regional NRM Delivery investment as a primary platform
for the delivery of on-ground environmental outcomes, a policy has recently been introduced for NRM Groups to provide 20% of State
funds they receive directly to ‘grass roots voluntary groups’. This target was introduced following approval of investment programs
which were explicitly designed deliver the outcomes contracted which while almost certainly involving them, may not be best delivered
through grass roots community groups. The situation now is that Landcare groups are not happy because the available funds are tied
very tightly to the specific activities and deliverables NRM groups are contracted to provide and NRM groups are not happy because their
program designs have been compromised by a condition added to their contracts that appears to be an afterthought in response to
‘political’ pressure from a noisy minority. The overall impact is likely to be a reduction in the quality of outcomes caused by the
imposed quota which requires the involvement of groups in delivering activities beyond their areas of interest and capability.

e Regional funding priorities recognise the appropriate involvement of local voluntary community groups. The delivery of on-ground
practice change has always involved these and other key stakeholders. The challenge for the regional model is to help transition the
thinking of local stakeholders as the expectations and priorities of the wider community in relation to environmental outcomes evolves.
While this evolution is reflected in the objectives of public sector investment programs there appears to be a simplistic assumption that
the same old activities and approaches will somehow deliver the new and quite different outcomes required. Not only are different
actions required, in many cases the system relationships are counter-intuitive - i.e. the actual solution is not what you may logically
expect. Given the challenges inherent in the delivery of high quality environmental outcomes, it is extremely unhelpful when program
designs are flawed by counterproductive requirements for how they are delivered.
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How the Department of the Environment and the Department of Agriculture have, and can, work together to
deliver a seamless land care program

e Collaborative approach to caring for the land. Understand the systemic relationships between environmental objectives/issues and
managed landscapes - and recognise the environment is a human system not just a biological system. Therefore programs should achieve
social change which requires leadership, not just management.

e Understand that people change practices when they see the benefit of doing so and when they have the ability to do so - good programs
link issues to opportunities and then equip people to realise their value proposition.

e The other challenge is to support initiatives that leave a legacy worth leaving - i.e. the capacity in the community has been enhanced
and there is confidence that changes can and will be made. Poorly designed/managed initiatives with inappropriate methodologies or
unrealistic aims have a net negative impact on communities. They wreck relationships, eroding trust and confidence which are essential
ingredients for success of any program or project.

The role of natural resource management bodies in past and future planning, delivery, reporting and outcomes

o Key attributes of Regional Bodies:

— Utilises the model of local “‘communities of practice’ that form, do the job, and then move on? This approach upholds all the
principles outlined in the framework but allows for much stronger capacity than traditional Landcare/voluntary community groups -
the emphasis must be on the ‘relevant groups’ not just Landcare. This reflects the current best practice model of volunteerism
which has a supported coordinating aspect to facilitate/ be the catalyst for engagement and change. When operating correctly, the
existing Regional NRM group network provides this function.

— The model could be enhanced to better utilise the existing infrastructure and capital (social, intellectual, relationship) - i.e. the
regional delivery network. An approach that does not utilise this asset is problematic by: being out of alignment with best practice
for community engagement; failing to realise the return on investment of the current infrastructure; and, creating an unnecessary
cost to establish alternative structures.

— Contemporary community engagement approaches and models of volunteerism recognise the changed ‘market’ in which they
operate - i.e. that many people prefer a more individual approach to volunteering and groups are now much more fluid in their
interests and operation. Including principles of game theory and competitiveness would ensure that programs and involvement
opportunities are both enjoyable and challenging for participants.
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e The regional model is proven to be the most effective mechanism for achieving public good outcomes at the local level. The strength of
the model is in its networks which enable highly effective and efficient communication and flow of knowledge. Maintaining these
connections ensures any regionally relevant program can be delivered - immediately, no delay while identifying knowledge networks and
key influencers; directly to target audiences, no unnecessary middle-men; effectively because we understand their value propositions
and ‘language’; and, efficiently, because we don’t need to rebuild or duplicate project or human infrastructure.

e Regional groups play a role as the independent organisation - a local, known and trusted organisation whose single focus is to ensure a
sustainable catchment environment for the whole community. Being a-political enables NRM groups to hold a unique position in their
community - they are completely transparent and open, without a ‘personal’ agenda - and therefore are able to act without fear or
favour.
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