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Executive summary

Evaluating regional NRM in northern Australia

The Healthy Savanna Planning Systems projecthisegtyear research based evaluation of
regional NRM planning initiatives in the tropicav&nnas of northern Australia. The aim of
the project is to:

Provide an objective appraisal of progress and ¢@nsts to regional NRM in northern
Australia, using lessons from the current expergetacinform future planning practice, NRI
policy and program design.

=

The evaluation scope includes seventeen NRM regindssub-regions in Western Australia,
the Northern Territory and Queensland. Region®uttseastern and south-western
Queensland are also included in the scope of takiation through partnership funding from
the Department of Natural Resources Mines & Wapdd),

This report is the secorBenchmark Repouf regional planning arrangements prepared by
the research team. Findings in this report refleetstatus of regional arrangements for
natural resource management (NRM) in late 2005¢&406. This report presents:

i) The framework used to evaluate regional NRM plagriativity in these regions;

ii) Key findings from the second phase the evaluatoudi,

iii) Proposed directions to improve the viability of tegional model in northern
Australia.

The evaluation is based on a key informant surié&7aegional body and government
agency staff conducted in late 2005. Responses avalgsed against nineteen criteria
developed in this project to evaluate regional pilag arrangements. These criteria report on
the status and trend of factors such as new patipey; alignment of NRM institutions,
knowledge integration, roles and responsibilitees] outcomes from the regional approach to
date. Eight issue-based case studies in region® WBre also undertaken and include
strategies to improve pastoral partnerships; tagetting for water quality; Indigenous and
remote engagement and explore success factorsiémrce in regions amongst others

Background to findings

Current major funding programs that support rediapproaches to NRM in Australia - the
Natural Heritage Trust (NHT) and the National Aati®lan for Salinity and Water Quality
(NAP) - have several core expectations. These éxpeas include that planning and
investment processes will be inclusive of all iests and stakeholders in regions, and will use
the best available science to assess the conditicggional assets and set targets to improve
these assets. In addition, a central assertiomeofdgional approach is that it decentralises
decision-making to enhance the effectiveness dhpeships and actions at regional and local
levels. These regional arrangements for NRM inchadgonal NRM bodies, government,
community and industry resource users and manattpetis activities, and the relationships
between them. Regional NRM arrangements have edaidifferent rates across regions
and jurisdictions in northern Australia.

! McDonald et al, 200€ase studies in regional NRM in northern Australialy 2006 (in preparation).



This evaluation highlights that most regions wera period of transition between planning
and early implementation activities in late 2006vE&rnance and organisational
arrangements, including regional body structuresevalso changing in response to new
implementation needs.

Strengths of the regional approach

Strengths of the regional model are core functafribe regional bodies’ day to day
operations. These functions includejolving local stakeholders in investment design
and project delivery, rokering new partnerships and co-investment and 3) improving
NRM delivery through aadaptive managementpproach of capturing and sharing
experiences within and between regions.

Thenon-statutory status of regional NRM bodiedn northern Australia supports these kinds
of strengths. This community-based status has tekgional bodies respond to changing
stakeholder and investor needs and match theioapprto their unique regional settings. It
has also helped regional bodies maintain a somaetiffieult balance between delivering
government business and retaining community identitturn, this allows regional bodies to
operate effectively as independent brokers of pastrips and co-investment amelgotiating
collaborative solutions in regions There is evidence that indicates regional bodies
becoming more effective at negotiating partnership co-investments over time. These
partnerships and co-investments are most effeathen issue-based or place-based in nature.
The effectiveness of these partnerships in Queed'slaegions is also due to a comparatively
more diversified and devolved approach adoptedhiihat jurisdiction, collaboration
processes have developed at more relevant scaééallyg and ecologically. This has created
strong ‘local’ ownership of the regional level pegs. In this setting, regional bodies’
commitment is to their communities rather than geéined statutory obligations.

This success was not evenly shared across all regiolmslarger regions with limited funds,
transaction costs of involvement for some prospeqgtartners or stakeholders often rivalled
likely benefits. This issue is best illustratedlbgking at a counter-case. The Ord River
Catchment as a NAP region has a more defined pigrariea, tighter scope, and an
established NRM planning network in the Ord Land ®Water initiative, bolstered by close
geographical association with local science andreston personnel. As a consequence the
Ord has exerted greater local control in theiraagl investment and project development
phases. In turn this has helped maintain momenfusmtivity and ability of the regional body
to leverage significant government agency and itmgumiy-in.

Sub-regional networks were widely reported by reginal bodies as essentidbr

supporting uptake of sustainable management peacéind effective engagement outcomes.
Connections to local and subregional land managenetworks, however, were less
effective where jurisdictional arrangements favdurentralisation of the planning and
engagement process such as in the Northern Terr@dher factors hindering progress on
establishing good engagement networks includedrisd legacies of difficult or
underdeveloped relationships with sub-regions (agBurdekin and Desert Channels
regions) or where the future support of engagemettorks developed at the subregional
level were uncertain (e.g. Kimberley subregion).

Regional bodies are, in general terms, highlgcessful in their role as coordinators of
regional activity. This role is more effective however when operalaesponsibility for
coordination is shared with multi-agency forumshsasRegional Coordination Groups
Queensland.



Moving towards a system of joint-responsibility fayordination is essential in addressing
some of the tougher coordination issues — suckeaalaping effective monitoring and
information systems — that rely heavily on gainliomgader cross-government cooperation.

Limitations of the regional approach

The slow development oégional information systemswas a major constraint identified in
the first phase of the evaluation, which noted thdate 2004 - early 2005 “roles and
responsibilities for resource condition monitoringegions were largely undefined or
unclear at best” (McDonald et al 2005b, p.9). Seighteen months later, and with actions
underway in regionsystems are not yet in place to monitor the effesttness of actions
aimed at improving resource condition.

In addition regional bodies consistently reporfidifities in securing the required skills, staff
and the baseline data necessary to make real psogrethis frontData sharing
arrangementsare in operation in a small number of regions, &éav, most regions reported
that there had been considerable debate butpittigress or action on this front. In essence,
clarity onwhat to monitor and where, who manages the mongonfrastructure and data,
and who pays for is still a significant and unresolved issue atgpam, jurisdictional and
regional levels. In light of this, the expectatibiatregional bodies will deliver “quick

results” and report these in rapid fashion to itmessis unrealistic. Regional body capacity in
this arena is currently hamstrung by the lack ofjpess by resource management institutions
(agencies) and data custodians whose primary apéealigned with resource assessment and
monitoring responsibilities.

In contrast to the core strengths identified, thréting aspects of the regional model relate to
more complex, multi-partner negotiations and stiret where responsibilities often merge,
and the needs of different parties overlap or écinfbtrong perceptions exist amongst
government and regional bodies thkrity on roles and responsibilitiesfor implementation
and monitoring are still unclear to many regioratdtigipants and require improved definition.

Given the success of new partnerships in regiownastsomewhat surprising that regional
planners and managers vialignment of NRM priorities between community, government
and industry as poor. The evaluation suggests hemtbat this has not prevented collective
action in regions. In fact, a shared interest akesin the management of a particidaset,
place or issués more important than parties sharing the sarugifies, as these priorities
reflect the parties’ core, and often competing galurhe increasing use of the mantra
“alignment of effort” in regions is indicative ofsrategy that allows progress without
necessitating shared priorities.

Capacity of different stakeholde® participate is still highly variable in and between
regions. In large regions with dispersed populatighanners believe it is harder to engage
effectively. In regions such as the WA Rangelanus$ @outhern Gulf, resources available to
planners arasufficient for meaningful participation of even some key stakeholders. More
generally, local government involvement is impraybut still considered to be “patchy” and
yet to translate into operational commitments imyngegions. Finding the right scale or
mechanism to engage groups of local governmemte@nmon challenge for regional
bodies. Mining and tourism sectors, as major incgereerators, are largely absent from the
regional NRM table. The involvement of managertheflarge conservation estate in the
north is limited at best.



Directions for a viable regional NRM in northern Australia

Northern and tropical savanna regions are chaiaeteby expansive areas with dispersed
populations, highly variable landscapes and clirreatel multiple interests and values in
natural resources. In this setting the developrogatfective regional planning arrangements
and institutions is a challenge for governments@mmunities alike. The evaluation
suggests three core needs must be met if the giodel is to remain viable in northern
regions of Australia, and more specifically, if mat resource managers and their actions are
to be effective. These core needs are: sustaifigbliiood aspirations; cost effective actions
and monitoring systems; and appropriate scale emgesfor NRM.

1. Recognise and incorporate stakeholders’ aspiratns for sustainable livelihoods in the
design and delivery of natural resource managemerrograms

A key factor influencing effective regional NRM tihe north is the diversity of economic,
social and cultural values that permeate resowseeand management decisions. The current
program arrangements for NAP and NHT restrict negidodies’ ability to adequately
integrate and reflect these values in targets atidres. Stakeholders in savanna regions see
sustainable livelihoods as fundamental to achiesimgjainable landscapes. The key challenge
then is to design NRM interventions that addraessdiiood aspirations and re-affirm northern
communities as regional assets, not simply as meaashieve resource condition outcomes.
Addressing livelihood aspirations involves designimterventions that achieve multiple
outcomes (i.e. economic, social, cultural and emritental). Where engagement and project
development processes for regional NRM have addpte@pproach, implicitly or otherwise,
regional bodies have made good progress. For prodesigners and policy makers this
means linking NRM objectives to broader regionaledepment efforts.

2. Increase focus on cost-effective actions and appriate monitoring systems that
inform local learning and regional decisions

The relationship between management actions anidniprevement of resource condition is
not well understood and difficult to demonstratéhia short term. This raises a fundamental
question about how to define and measure costiaféaess of implementation activity in
northern regions. In this setting, greater focusesting the links between actions and
outcomes in an adaptive way is needed. Achievewnfergrtain actions may suffice as
surrogate measures for achieving outcomes in mesiginices. Regional bodies are well
positioned to increase current efforts to accedsuae local knowledge and experiences to
strengthen action-outcome understanding, and féonmthe selection of indicators and
criteria to judge success of interventions. Thduataon team have made recommendations to
this effect in a report to the Natural Resourcadres and Programs Committee on science
needs for regional NRM, in May 2006.

3. Ensure the scale and scope of planning in larg@rthern regions is appropriate

Some regions are too large or too centralised teffleetive. That is, some existing planning
areas under NAP and NHT do not match appropriatiesdor collaboration or stakeholder
connection to place or a particular issue. The INort Territory, WA Rangelands and larger
regions of Queensland illustrate this difficultyrofking progress without sufficient resources
to invest in sub-regional networks and local lexgbport. Adequately resourcing ‘sub-
regions’ so that engagement and implementationgré&siare viable in the longer term is
critical.



The regional approach would also benefit from aifoen fewer targets. Where the scope of
regional body activity is focused on solving a fiesy shared issues - for example weeds or
water quality - effectiveness increases. And, tégnated approaches are adopted in
addressing these key issues, then benefits to asisets — such as biodiversity or industry
viability - can still be realised. Adopting a re@dlcscope allows momentum to build in
implementation and helps identify likely outcomearticipants. Importantly, social capital
is build through the exercise of successfully assireg a shared problem. This success then
allows more contentious or complex problems todo&led in the future.
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