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Introduction: contested country - regional natural
resource management in Australia

Marcus Lane, Bruce Taylor and Cathy Robinson

The management of the Australian landscape has occupied a central position in Australian
politics since the re-settlement of this continent over 200 years ago. Environmental manage-
ment, long recognised as technically complex and challenging, has also been contentious and
controversial. The issues associated with coping with lingering droughts, the prospects of sig-
nificant climate change, and stemming soil erosion on agricultural lands are now of broad,
popular interest. As Australian governments, industry associations and civil society have
wrestled with these problems, significant experiments in environmental planning and man-
agement have been undertaken.

This book offers a critical analysis of the most significant aspect of the environmental
planning experiment that has occurred in Australia — the re-scaling of governance that has
involved communities and non-government actors in the design and implementation of sus-
tainable development policies and programs. This radical restructure has been catalysed by the
Natural Heritage Trust (henceforth the “Trust’ or NHT) program. In global terms, the NHT
represents a paradigm shift in environmental planning at a time when the public, commercial
and academic salience of these issues has never been higher. In Europe, programs that encour-
age regional development or sustainable management of river basins through devolved modes
of regional planning and governance have been promoted and critiqued (Bocher 2008;
Boonstra and Van Den Brink 2007; Vigar 2006). In North America there is also considerable
scholarly attention on collaborative watershed management initiatives as a mechanism for
providing consensus-oriented forums to address environmental degradation (Conley 2003;
Margerum and Whitall 2004; Michaels 2001). Curiously, the re-scaling of natural resource
planning in Australia has not widely been the subject of academic examination or interroga-
tion (see Lane et al. 2005).

As the chapters in this book highlight, environmental planning and decision-making now
place a greater reliance on decentralised arrangements and processes where central govern-
ments increasingly act through actors and institutions at regional and local scales. In some
cases this decentralisation stems from local actors, within a supportive policy environment,
self-organising around an issue, identity or geography at sub-national scales. In other instances
sub-national activity occurs as a result of ‘top-down’ directives from central governments that
divest administrative or management responsibilities to lower levels of organisation. This
trend of re-scaling management has paralleled a shift from government to governance where
actors from civil society and the market are participating more directly in policy formation
and implementation alongside the state, which increasingly recognises its inability to act in
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isolation to resolve complex and contentious environmental problems. At the same time there
has been a convergence of policy discourses on environmental sustainability and sustainable
development, which in the Australian context has arguably seen the reframing of environmen-
tal policy within the agricultural concerns of sustainable land and water management. We will
return to these trends later in the chapter to frame the overall structure and individual contri-
butions to this volume. However, it is worth noting here that although pervasive these trends
are by no means benign or inconsequential. In particular, they raise important questions for
scholars, policy makers and environmental managers alike:

e  Who is included and who is excluded in decentralised environmental governance? How
do models of community-based environmental management cope with power relations,
and with material and symbolic contests at the local level?

e How is accountability to be maintained? Are recipients of funding accountable to govern-
ment, or to the wider communities in which they are embedded?

e Does the scale of bottom-up management efforts match the scale of environmental
problems?

o How is scientific and technical fidelity in environmental management to be maintained
when significant activities are devolved to and controlled by local communities?

e Does decentralised environmental governance privilege parochial concerns over strategic
visions?

These questions point to very real structural, procedural and conceptual arenas of contes-
tation on the ‘best’ way to design and implement environmental policy. The ‘country’ therefore
that is ‘contested’ then, under policy regimes such as Australia’s Natural Heritage Trust, is
ideological, geographical and political.

In this book we offer what we believe to be the first comprehensive effort to review criti-
cally the regionalised model of natural resource management in Australia; to learn what
worked, identify flaws, and reflect on decentralisation of governance. Instead of the uncritical
advocacy that sometimes accompanies experiments in (environmental) governance and
policy, this volume will provide a dispassionate, critical and empirical review in an effort to
deepen understanding. In doing so we adopt a similar posture to Gleeson in his review of new
regionalism that:

... fixes critically on one important and singular regional policy framework and considers
its implications for Australia’s multi-level governance system. The premise is that Australian
regional policy debates would be best informed by critical reflection upon practice in
particular policy domains rather than by appeal to the assumed nostrums of a ‘new
regionalism’. (Gleeson 2003 p. 222)

The premise of this book is that a critical and reflexive exposition of programs such as the
NHT, and its efficacy is overdue. Our intent is to build a coherent understanding that can con-
tribute to the debate on local and international practice in policy implementation. Our enquiry
also coincides with the view of authors of a national discussion paper which set the foundations
of the regionalised delivery model under the Trust who noted at the time, ‘in the next 10 to 15
years ... regions will build their capacity ... to assist in developing and implementing strategies
for sustainable natural resource management’ (NNRMTF 1999 p. 35). In the process of review-
ing this national initiative we are conscious of Judith Tendler’s insight that ‘it is difficult to be
engaged in characterising a whole country as good or bad, on the average, and at the same time
to be curious about the variation between good and bad experiences within that same country
and the lessons to be learned from it” (Tendler 1997 p. 3). As such we seek to balance a national
picture with understanding of diverse experiences between regions and jurisdictions.
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By way of setting the tone and providing suitable background for the book we briefly
outline the four major trends and trajectories in environmental policy as we see them from an
international and Australian perspective. We then describe the program context or case for the
book — the Natural Heritage Trust — its origins, goals and assumptions before describing the
contributions to this volume in light of the major questions we raised above.

Global and national trends in environmental policy

The trends in natural resource management and environmental policy that we explore in this
volume are both enmeshed within and reflective of similar changes experienced globally.
These major trends include a greater emphasis on civic participation, decentralisation of
activity to the regional scale, the shift to governance, and the re-framing of environmental
policy are discussed below in turn.

Community participation

As the first major trend, community participation, at least in terms of policy rhetoric, has made
an important comeback. ‘Bottom-up’ approaches to environmental planning and management
have been widely advocated as being both more functional and more democratic than ‘top-
down’ governance (Li 2000, Gray et al. 2001, Kellert et al. 2000). There is growing body of policy
ready research on institutionalising stakeholder participation in broad scale implementation of
environmental policy, for example, of the European Water Framework Directive (Newig, Pahl-
Wostl and Sigel 2005; Tippett et al. 2005). Borrowing from commentaries on other discourses
the interest in North America on more argumentative, inclusive and dialogical modes of stake-
holder participation, has even been referred to as a “deliberative turn” in natural resource man-
agement (Parkins and Mitchell 2005). Early commentary on the Australian experience with
policy-mandated inclusion drew considerable lament about the methods used and sincerity of
community engagement (Whelan and Oliver 2005). Community engagement, re-emergent as a
critical part of the machinery of NRM, is receiving increasing attention in the literature (Brod-
erick 2005; Farrelly 2005; Farrelly and Conacher 2007). More recently there have been counter
positions made that local participation in environmental management does not meet expected
assumptions about important factors such as representativeness (Rockloff and Moore 2006)
and democracy more broadly (Wallington and Lawrence 2008). Participation of landholders
and local communities is often argued to be central to claims of legitimacy and effectiveness of
policy implementation. Amongst the wave of inclusiveness with which planning and policy
processes are now awash, there remains fundamental obstacles to the meaningful participation
of Indigenous Australians in these collaborative initiatives (Lane and Williams 2008).

Government to governance

A second major shift has been in the role of government in environmental policy and the move
towards new modes of policy implementation. Scholars around the world have been talking
about the ‘shrinking state’ and the shift from government to governance (Jessop 1998; Rhodes
1996; Rhodes 2007; Stoker 1998). Traditionally discussed in urban contexts, the concept is
now well established in debate surrounding sustainable development and natural resource
management in rural and regional settings (Cheshire et al. 2006; Connelly et al. 2006; Goodwin
1998; Marsden and Murdoch 1998; Pero and Smith 2006) and explicitly in environmental
management (Lemos and Agrawal 2006). An important change has been the extent to which
environmental civil society and community-based organisations are now deeply enmeshed in
the machinery of governance: in the process of developing and implementing environmental
policy (Hamilton and Maddison 2007) with implications for a robust democracy and modes of
associational governance (e.g. Putnam, Leonardi and Nanetti 1993).
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As part of the machinery of these new governing arrangements there has been a retreat
from environmental regulation and a concomitant rise in the use of incentives — through the
application of market based instruments — as a key means of implementing policy yet with
little critical scholarly attention debate about these changes. Underpinning this market-ori-
ented approach and paralleling the shift to governance within the Australian context has been
neo-liberalism with its dogma on the individualisation of responsibility, self help and the
emergence and promotion of ‘performance based’ modes of regulation (Sabel et al. 2000).

Rescaling environmental planning and management

The region as a favoured territorial unit of economic, administrative and political organisation is
still pronounced and in a period of re-birth. There is however growing scholarly attention
offering a more critical perspective (Sagan and Halkier 2005). Some scholars note this intention
to govern through regions is linked to assumptions of cohesive regional identity that are persist-
ent as they remain unchecked (Paasi 2009). Others have noted concern over the capacity of the
regional model to genuinely advance spatial planning capability, and provide a suitable interme-
diate scale between national and local actors (Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones 2000). Regional
geographers in the United States note that the region in many cases improves the connection
between managing landscape and land use change. The process by which regions form however
is highly contextualised and has even been described as ad hoc (Hamin and Marcucci 2008).

Political and economic geographers have repeatedly noted that efforts to provide region-
ally-scaled economic and demographic development have dovetailed with efforts to decentral-
ise or at least ‘de-concentrate’ governance in regional Australia. Not all of these commentators
however suggest the region has provided the panacea to long-term social and economic devel-
opment problems (Sorensen et al. 2007). These efforts have waxed and waned over the past 100
years. Coinciding with a global interest in redefining territories of politics and policy over the
last decade Australian environmental policy has renewed interest in a regional architecture for
the delivery of NRM. Proponents of management geared to the regional level assert that it
allows consideration of both local and national interests whilst developing priorities and
actions that make sense at landscape and ecosystem scales (e.g. Dore and Woodhill 1999).
Australian regionalisation for natural resource management is also predominantly river basin-
based. This method of delineation of management boundaries has been challenged with sug-
gestions that an ‘eco-civic’ approach that incorporates regional perspectives avoids the pitfalls
and excesses of local parochialism and over-centralisation, resulting in improved power
sharing, negotiation and more robust, locally-relevant solutions incorporating diverse types of
knowledge. While there is significant, venerable literature which deals with regionalism,
regional planning and regional development, the scholarly literature which critically and
empirically examines the operation of regionalised NRM is thinner and somewhat sporadic
(Farrelly 2005; Lane et al. 2004; Lawrence 2005).

In Australia, regional governance has been embraced by governments, particularly in rural
or non-metropolitan regions (Everingham et al. 2006). It has been in rural settings in particu-
lar that regionalisation has been suggested to be the site of convergence between development
and sustainable natural resource and environmental management agendas (Morrison and
Lane 2006). There have been concerns in the scholarly community raised about the efficacy of
regionalisation to achieve intended environmental policy objectives, at least without consid-
eration of alternative or complimentary institutional mechanisms at other scales (Jennings
and Moore 2000; Lane et al. 2004). Governments too appear to have been somewhat half-
hearted in their embrace of re-territorialisation as new formal layers of government. Whilst
willing to devolve planning and, to some degree, investment decisions on resource manage-
ment to regional boards and committees, governments are less willing to establish another
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layer of elected government. As such the role of the region is often viewed, from above, as a
unit of administrative decentralisation to deliver program or portfolio-specific outcomes, to
tailor these to ‘local’ conditions, on defined guidelines and time-limited funding periods.

Reframing of environmental policy

There has also been a shift from environmental policy being framed in terms of ‘environment’
(that is, an encompassing, holistic ecological conception in which the natural environment has
both inherent and utilitarian value) to a much narrow and mostly utilitarian concept of NRM.
Some think of this as the triumph of the brown issues (salinity, soil erosion, etc.) over the
green (biodiversity). When this shift is considered in concert with greater community partici-
pation and moves to governance, it asks the question of what the intended outcomes are, who
sets the criteria of success and who then measures against these.

The Natural Heritage Trust in Australia 1996-2008: anatomy of a
national experiment

The decentralised arrangements and experiments under the Natural Heritage Trust Program
provide the empirical focus for contributions to this volume. The Trust in geographical coverage
and scope is the most significant publicly funded commitment of its kind in Australian envi-
ronmental policy to date. Further it represents a formal cooperation between Federal and State
levels of government to re-scale NRM intervention to the ‘region’, which in turn supports the
exploration of the consequences of regionalisation of community-based natural resource man-
agement in Australia. In order to provide some background to the analysis in following chapters,
below we briefly sketch the origins, goals, structures and assumptions of the Trust and its con-
stituent programs such as the National Action Plan for Salinity and Quality. The origin and
metamorphosis of the Trust occurred over two distinct phases, each discussed below.

A local response to a national crisis

From the late 1980s through the 1990s the Australian Government promoted a local response to
a national crisis through voluntary, self-organising Landcare groups of farmers and community
members. These groups were encouraged to apply for short-term funding to ameliorate the
affects of land and water degradation in ‘their own backyards’. Under Landcare, rural commu-
nities increased their awareness about environmental degradation and achieved some property-
level improvements in sustainable agriculture. Yet progress beyond a rural social movement to
address the magnitude of land and water degradation was increasingly debated (Curtis 2000;
Lockie 1999). By the mid- to late-1990s, a new emphasis in catchment scale and multi-stake-
holder based cooperation under the banner of Integrated or Total Catchment Management
programs was encouraged in most Australian jurisdictions (Robins 2007). These models sought
to foster a more strategic and integrated management framework. These tentative moves to
more cooperative, inclusive, landscape scale management saw some of the larger catchment
entities elevated to non-statutory ‘Regional Strategy Groups’ in some jurisdictions and statutory
Catchment Management Authorities, in others.

Banking on regions

Towards the completion of the investment period under the first tranche of the Trust, the
Commonwealth released a national discussion paper, Managing Natural Resources in Rural
Australia for a Sustainable Future (National Natural Resource Management Task Force 1999).
It outlined the then proposed approach that was to form the foundations of the regional model
adopted under the second tranche of the Trust. The political and programmatic consolidation
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of the regional delivery model rested on principles of a more strategic and cooperative commu-
nity-led response at the regional scale, through some 56 contiguous regions. When the second
phase of the NHT was introduced in 2002, it sought to deliver improved environmental man-
agement through ‘regional empowerment and ownership through integrated regional
planning’ (Farrelly 2005 p. 396). This was to be underpinned by the best available science and,
a commitment to building the management capacity of landholders, communities and govern-
ments to address NRM problems.

Pivotal also to this was stronger bilateral cooperation — including co-investment - between
Federal and State and Territory Governments coded in intergovernmental and bilateral agree-
ments. Central elements of these agreements were the establishment of ‘regional NRM bodies’ as
the focal organisational unit for investment at the regional scale. This investment was to be
framed by the development of regional NRM plans, with a 25 year planning horizon, prioritisa-
tion of critical natural assets, and measureable resource condition targets, agreed by government,
industry, Indigenous and community interests in the region. Again both the structural configu-
ration and capacity of these regional groups was diverse with some supported by State-level legis-
lation (South Australia, Victoria and New South Wales) and some not. This latter group of
regions in the States of Queensland, Tasmania, Western Australia, and, initially, the Northern
Territory were left to operate in an uneasy middle ground between being an instrument of gov-
ernment funding and the product of local organisation and even self-determination.

The first major program of investment under the reinvigorated, regionalised Trust was in
2000 the announcement of the National Action Plan for Salinity and Water Quality NAPSWQ).
The NAPSWQ was deigned with the express intention of targeting investment to 21 priority
investment regions across Australia where immediate actions were required to:

e ‘prevent, stabilise and reverse trends on dry land salinity affecting the sustainability of
production, the conservation of biological diversity and the viability of our infrastruc-
ture, and

e improve water quality and secure reliable allocations for human uses, industry and the
environment’.

Some two years later the Commonwealth announced their extension of the Trust more
broadly whose funds serviced all 56 regions. Over a five year investment period the Trust
sought several equally ambitious outcomes including:

e ‘the conservation of Australia’s biodiversity through the protection and restoration of
terrestrial, freshwater, estuarine and marine ecosystems and habitat for native plants and
animals;

o the sustainable use and management of Australia’s land, water, and marine resources to
maintain and improve the productivity and profitability of resource-based industries, and

e community capacity-building and institutional change’

The latter specifically highlighted the intent to support individuals and communities with
skills, knowledge, information and institutional frameworks to achieve the goals of the program.

Collectively the first and second phases of the Trust from 1996 to 2008 provide over a
decade of experience in national environmental policy initiatives promoting government
support for, and participation in community-based NRM. By March 2008 when the workshop
informing this volume was held in Brisbane, considerable uncertainty persisted over what
model the ‘next phase’ of investment would adopt. Subsequently in 2008 the next version of
that national initiative ‘Caring for our Country’ was announced, yet neither nether regional
NRM bodies nor State Governments were clear on the proposed investment logic or structures
under the new Rudd Labor Government. It is at these transitional phases that a critical
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contribution to assessing the strengths and limitations of the last decade of experience is
required. The following section outlines the contributions to this objective and to the major
conceptual and observed shifts discussed earlier.

Overview of contributions

The body of this volume is arranged in three major parts. The first suite of contributions
gathered in Part 1: Policy, promises and practices of regional resource management and governance,
focus on two major trends outlined above; that is the rescaling of environmental management
to the region, accompanied by the shift from government to governance. Here the contributions
examine the intersection of these trends, in particular, the underlying expectations and assump-
tions of the policy delivery model and their translation into practice. Brian Head’s chapter
provides an appraisal of the broader policy choices available to, and frameworks evoked by, the
national-level government in the natural resource management field, situating his analysis of
the new governance arrangements within the mix of market and regulatory instruments cur-
rently in play seeking to resolve complex problems. Bruce Taylor then considers how implicit
and often competing policy objectives of investment, divestment and empowerment, embedded
in government calls to regionalise, are interpreted and implemented across different State and
Territory jurisdictions in northern Australia. The following two chapters similarly examine
expectations of governing NRM at the regional scale. Firstly, Graham Marshall notes that gov-
ernments expected the ‘regional delivery model’ to be effective in motivating farmers to adopt
conservation practices, which, he states, was backed by little reasoning or evidence. In his
chapter, Marshall examines how these expectations might be pursued more systematically, by
explicitly incorporating principles of nesting and subsidiary. Secondly Marcus Lane, Anna
Heygreen, Tiffany Morrison and Jill Woodlands examine the promise of improved levels of
institutional integration — a key rationale for regionalisation of NRM. Drawing on evidence
from two South Australian regions, they ask if this integration has actually been achieved, and
point towards dialogic pathways rather than structural solutions to resolve problems of institu-
tional complexity and fragmentation. Julie Davidson and Michael Lockwood critique decen-
tralisation to regions as a neo-liberal mode of rule in Australian natural resource governance.
Adopting an analytical perspective of ‘technologies of governing’ the authors highlight some of
the shortcomings, tensions and even paradoxical effects of central governments trying to steer
actors at a distance. They point specifically to risks associated with democratic legitimacy,
accountability and representation. In the final chapter of this section, Tabatha Wallington and
Geoffrey Lawrence sharpen this focus to look at vertical and horizontal accountability ‘regimes’
within these new forms of hybrid governance which they test against the idealised requirements
of control, integrity and performance. In doing so the authors challenge us to re-conceptualise
public accountability both in theory and in practice.

In Part 2, Community engagement, local participation and regional capacity, the focus drops
down a scale to the local, or perhaps more accurately to the social, political and operational
space between regional and local NRM activity. It examines both the fortunes of local natural
resource management groups and networks under the ‘new’ regionalised planning and
investment arrangements. Charting experience of local and regional actors over the last 10
years, it critically examines how the success of the regional model relies on both a local capa-
bility and interactive capability between these scales. In the first chapter of part two, Toni
Darbas, Tim Smith and Emma Jakku adopt an analytical frame of reflexivity to examine the
role of engagement practitioners in linking resource management agencies and individual
land manager aspirations in both agricultural and peri-urban settings. Megan Farrelly’s con-
tribution continues with the theme of community engagement but with a focus on the
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participation of local and sub-regional stakeholders in the formative processes of developing
the regional plan and setting priorities in Western Australia’s Northern Agricultural Region.
Anecdotal and scholarly claims have been advanced that locally-focused Landcare initiatives,
had born the brunt of a move towards more strategic, regionalised NRM. Erlina Compton,
Katrin Prager and Bob Beeton assess some of these impacts of this shift from a social capital
perspective using cases from Tasmania and central Victoria. Rosemary Hill and Liana
Williams draw on experiences from the wet tropics and the Kimberley regions of northern
Australia to illustrate, amongst other factors, how the construction of ‘participation’ under
national programs such as the NHT denies genuine involvement of Indigenous people. While
much of the intent and rhetoric of regional NRM was to build capacity of stakeholders in
regions to manage more effectively, in the final chapter in this section, Lisa Robins and Rob
de Loé call for governments to invest more into developing ‘strategic capacity’ of the regional
bodies themselves to deliver this principally participatory-based management mandate.
Drawing on international comparisons between Australian and Canadian experience the
authors apply a framework of institutional, social, human and economic capitals to propose
some improvements in the regional model.

It is this institutionalised capacity for policy-makers, regional groups, and local stakehold-
ers to adapt and improve which is the subject of Part 3, Learning and adapting from regional and
national experiences. At the heart of this capability however are some difficult challenges in
this plural and decentred planning context, such as what constitutes a desirable outcome, who
defines it and how ought the effectiveness of these programs to be judged? Cathy Robinson,
Bruce Taylor and Richard Margerum focus on the politics and practice of how regional
outcomes are negotiated, judged and reported to meet both government program require-
ments and community priorities. Their examination of these processes from north Queens-
land regions, constructs the intent and impact of the regional model under the Trust in the
eyes of investors at different scales. Catherine Allan then exposes us to the difficulties inherent
in institutionalising adaptive management for NRM, specifically drawing on experiences in
the implementation of collaborative projects in the Murray-Darling Basin. As a major public
policy development in Australia and many countries around the world, in the final chapter in
this section Tiffany Morrison asks what lessons are we to take from this extended experiment?
Amongst other offerings, Morrison suggests that improvement will result from balancing
robustness of the regional model with revisability, that is, providing sufficient levels of continu-
ity in the structural and administrative arrangements whilst retaining flexibility in response
to important changes in the policy or physical environment.

Policy and planning arrangements for community-based NRM in Australia are currently
in transition from the second phase of the Trust under the coalition liberal-national govern-
ment, to its reformation as ‘Caring for our Country’ program under the national Labor Gov-
ernment. As such it is a propitious moment to develop a critical understanding. The efficacy of
‘Caring for our Country’ will depend significantly on the ability of Regional NRM Bodies to
undertake effective and ‘new’ approaches to natural resource planning at the regional scale in
partnership with governments. It is these diverse experiences from many regions within Aus-
tralia, and some international comparisons, to which the remainder of this volume is devoted.
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