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Abstract 

This thesis explores how the participants who represent advocacy groups within stakeholder 

committees seek to influence decisions and are part of a broader struggle by those advocacy groups 

to influence environmental policy. It takes a structured multi-theoretical approach using the water 

reform process in NSW as a case study. The aim of the NSW water reform process was to pare back 

water extraction to a more sustainable level, ensure key environmental features were protected, and 

give water users adequate security. In the end, farmers obtained a windfall gain of perpetual water 

rights, the process cost tax-payers over $100 million, and altered water allocations by a mere 0.5%, 

the Department fielded over 400 questions without notice from government, after facilitating the 

process the Department was abolished, and several of the water-sharing plans are still to be 

activated. 

The research found that the language of cooperation and participation may mask the 

intended outcome of renewed state and/or vested interest power. Similarly, the language of 

representation may mask a network of people with entrenched values building information against 

opponents and operating outside these participatory forums to achieve their goals. These forums are 

only one part of a network of governance involving actors and interest groups. People who rely 

solely on these forums to achieve their outcome can be outflanked, outmanoeuvred, or overrun by 

individuals and groups who are more versatile in their ability to use power. 

Some clear lessons can be learned from this research including: i) that the use of  

participatory forums cannot take place unless there are appropriate strategies put in place for 

managing the socio-psychological processes; ii) institutions that bury or postpone having to deal 

with issues raised by these forums until late in the planning process, when they have become much 

more intense, makes them more difficult to mediate; and iii) it is not possible to treat wicked 

problems as though they were tame, or to refuse to recognise the inherent wickedness of social 



 xii 

problems. As such, this case study shows how complex the institutional dimensions of policy and 

planning can be, that the skills of policy analysts in planning and conceptualising participatory 

processes need improving, and that researchers need a more sophisticated theory capable of 

examining participatory governance arrangements within a broader community/socio-political 

setting. 

It is concluded that when all actors adopt tactics that are not transparent, fairness becomes 

an impossible outcome. This is because all participants use these participatory forums as only one 

arena within a broader struggle to achieve their own objectives.  
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Chapter 1: The research focus 

“I do not think there is a more important and defining issue in Australia than water…. It is a very difficult issue because 

we are trading wealth. We might call it water, we might call it natural resources, but it is fundamentally wealth. How we 

tackle the issue will define us as a nation”..                 Don Blackmore CEO MDBC (2003) 

This thesis explores how the participants who represent advocacy groups within stakeholder 

committees seek to influence decisions and are part of a broader struggle by those advocacy groups 

to influence environmental policy. It takes a structured multi-theoretical approach using the water 

reform process in NSW as a case study. The outcome is a contribution to our knowledge about 

governance of a complex environmental problem through the use of multi-stakeholder forums. 

1.1 Introduction 

Environmental policy has loomed as a major challenge for governments in recent decades, 

especially given the high levels of complexity and conflict surrounding the issues that are involved. 

In meeting this challenge, governments have experimented with new forms of management. 

Processes where the community can discuss issues and develop solutions are seen by many authors 

as the best way to address complexity and conflict (e.g. Dryzek, 1997; Habermas, 1981). There are 

a number of different ways to facilitate community involvement including cooperative rights 

agreements, co-management, community development, discursive democracy, participatory 

democracy, and regional governance (Thackway, 1999). In Australia, regional governance 

processes have become the most common way to attempt resolving complex, conflict-ridden and 

interrelated environmental problems that cross jurisdictional, organisational, functional, and 

generational boundaries (Dovers, 2001a; Luke, 1998).  

Governance might be defined as the development of governing styles in which the 

boundaries between and within public and private sectors have become blurred (Stoker, 1998). 

However, the term governance has become such a buzzword in the social sciences that it now has 
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multiple meanings and has recently been included in the Dictionary of Weasel Words (Rhodes, 

2007). A public policy perspective (Rhodes, 1997) defines governance as having the following 

properties: the interdependence between organisations including that of the interaction between 

government and non-state actors, the continuing interaction between network members, game like 

interactions regulated by the rules of the game, and a significant degree of autonomy from the state 

(although the state occupies a privileged position that can imperfectly steer the process).  

One common form of enacting regional governance involves creating multi-stakeholder 

forums. While policy-makers and their advisors are ardently pursuing regional governance, there 

are many warnings that there needs to be more careful consideration (Dukes & Firehock, 2001; 

Jennings & Moore, 2000; Meuleman, 2008). For example Reeve (2002) states that “It is a matter of 

some concern that this implementation is proceeding with little attention to the…literature in game 

theory, political science and sociology that could inform the institutional design of these 

participative planning process” (p 10). Similarly, Smithers and Wilson (2005) state that decisions 

about the use of governance processes in Europe and America need more critical appraisal because 

their success is highly dependent on policy and place. More recently, Lane and Morrison (2006) 

state that critical investigation of the role of NGOs as stakeholders in environmental policy and 

management in Australia is overdue. If regional governance is to be the preferred process of 

addressing environmental policy in Australia, it is important to conduct research aimed at better 

understanding how and when it works. 

1.2 The aim of this thesis 

Context can be important in any explanation. For example, the earth might be described by 

the things it contains such as land, water, and wildlife; however, it would also be important to 

contextual information such as the impact of the sun, the moon, and the solar system. 

Unfortunately, much of our current understanding of governance processes (and in particular 

representative stakeholder forums) is myopic in that it has not taken the institutional context (a 
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metaphorical solar system) into account. Many papers identify factors that make these forum 

processes successful (e.g., Griffith, Dean, Curtis, Hanlon & Green, 2007; Margerum, 1999; 

Wondolleck & Yaffee, 1994). Indeed the representative governance itself is often said to be based 

on an aspirational idea that it is possible to create a microcosm of society by bringing small groups 

of disparate stakeholders together and asking them to collaborate, resolve conflicts, and improve 

resource allocations (Elix, 2006). Many studies have also focused on the characteristics of natural 

resource context (e.g., focused only on forums dealing with forestry issues). The natural resource 

characteristic is commonly viewed as a critical factor affecting these arenas (Gardner & Stern, 

1996; Ostrom, 2005; Warner, 2007). However, few researchers considered the institutional and 

political context, most noticeably whether these forums are actually part of a broader struggle for 

power and influence between groups, and over government.  

This thesis aims to fill a gap in our knowledge by exploring how the participants who 

represent advocacy groups within stakeholder forums seek to influence decisions and are part of a 

broader struggle by advocacy groups to influence environmental policy. This research begins with a 

broad sociological perspective based on the premise that human behaviour is largely shaped by the 

groups to which people belong and by the social interactions that take place in and between those 

groups (Robertson, 1987). For example, a myriad of interests and voices compete for prominence 

and influence in the social construction of rural issues and the management of rural affairs in 

Australia, and environmental issues are often the focal point of discussion (Smithers & Wilson, 

2005). In this context, participatory governance processes are not simply a microcosm of society but 

an administrative forum constructed and imposed by government to facilitate interaction among 

stakeholders. As the thesis explores the broader struggle across multiple administrative levels, it has 

had to limit its focus to the actions by the two key stakeholder groups contesting environmental 

policy: agriculturalists and conservationists.    
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Like many other authors (e.g. Harrington, Curtis & Black, 2008; Pahl-Wostl et al, 2008; 

Richardson, 2000) who study these processes, I draw on the terminology used by Goffman (1959) 

that views social interactions in theatrical terms. Each forum provides an arena where actors 

(participants or coalition of participants) interact and make choices on an issue. These actors are 

involved in a game in which they try to understand the issue, gain power and influence, and 

persuade others to adopt a course of action (Mintzberg, 1983). Policy games can occur within one 

arena, but may be complicated by debates that simultaneously take place in other arenas, between 

lobby groups, and within the broader governance framework. Such terminology is useful in 

appreciating that people “act” to represent certain interests, and that policy and planning are not 

rational or deductive but comprise complex multi-layered processes occurring on various arenas 

(e.g. Ostrom, 2005; Sabatier, Focht, Lubell, Trachtenberg, Vedlitz & Matlock, 2005). This 

terminology is also consistent with those participatory NRM studies that use these terms within 

some overall actor network theoretical framework to highlight representation and/or show how the 

entire infrastructure leads to achievement (e.g. Lockie, 2007). Readers should note where the term 

“actor” or “arena” makes expression twisted or awkward, I have resorted back to the original terms 

of “participant” and “forum”. 

In exploring how participants in stakeholder forums are part of a broader struggle to 

influence environmental policy by advocacy groups, I have had to interpret events in terms of some 

benchmark or overall outcome. The standard adopted for this interpretation was fairness.  The 

dictionary defines fairness as being free from favoritism or self-interest or bias or deception; 

conforming with established standards or rules (Oxford Dictionary 2009). Another definition of 

fairness in terms of natural resource management is: the distribution of good and bad environments 

among people through space and time (Low & Gleeson, 1998). What this means in terms of 

participatory governance is explored in more detail in Chapter 2. Fairness has a long history in 

connection to policy outcomes, and in this particular case it was adopted because the notion of 
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fairness is: i) part of the broader environmental paradigm of sustainable development; ii) stated as 

part of the nation‟s water reform legislation which is the focus of my research; iii) explicitly stated 

in the State Government‟s literature about the water reform processes (see Table 1.1); and iv) has 

been stated by the wider community as a desirable outcome (Tisdell, Ward & Grudzinski, 2001). 

Whether fairness is superficial or more deeply considered in governance processes, and if so under 

what circumstances, are key questions that need to be answered in understanding multi-stakeholder 

processes.
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1.3 The committees and boards (forums) 

Water has become one of the most important environmental issues for the Australian 

community. Considerable reforms are being introduced to manage water in Australia. In 1992, the 

Council of Australian Governments (COAG) put principles in place to promote efficient and 

sustainable use of water resources in Australia as part of National Competition Policy (Gardner, 

1999). This required each state government to allocate water for environmental purposes, separate 

land and water rights, vest water rights with individual users, and allow markets/trade to resolve 

water use conflicts in the sector (Goesh & Beare, 2004). Also associated with National Competition 

Policy, but not directly associated with water reform, was a change to investment in water resource 

rehabilitation (i.e., NHT: the Natural Heritage Trust, and NAP: the National Action Plan). Key 

components of both initiatives were the belief that multiple stakeholders would act collectively in 

deciding how to enact environmental policy locally. 

To comply with both these reforms, the NSW Government created water management 

committees and catchment management boards that encouraged a degree of public involvement in 

natural resource management (NSW Department of Land and Water Conservation, 2002a). The 

catchment management boards were created to direct government investment in a region (most 

notably to address water quality through the National Action Plan) while water management 

committees were created to address issues concerning water quantity under water reform. These two 

processes provide good examples of how Australian governments use regional governance 

processes to facilitate community participation in natural resource management.  

In essence, these committees and boards brought together key stakeholder groups (i.e., 

landholders and conservationists) and created forums where representatives could discuss their 

values and preferences, and collaborate in developing a plan that solved (i.e., reached a mutually-

agreed resolution about) the resource use management issue under focus (NSW Department of Land 

and Water Conservation, 2002a). The use of these committees and boards is based on the simple 
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unexamined assumption that participation per se will produce a fair decision (Bellamy & Johnson, 

2000). This research specifically focuses on the forums involved in water reform and management 

in the Murrumbidgee catchment. 

1.4 The structure of this thesis  

1.4.1 Depth 

This thesis explores how the participants who represent advocacy groups within stakeholder 

committees seek to influence decisions and are part of a broader struggle by advocacy groups to 

influence environmental policy. Such analysis of the role and influence of advocacy organisations 

can be limited by both methodological and theoretical challenges.  

In terms of methodology, it is difficult to gauge the influence of a specific organisation 

because most political outcomes derive from the cumulative influence of multiple organisations as 

well as other explanatory factors such as public opinion, opponents, and allies. Power is a process 

rather than an event.  As a result the thesis is broadly structured around political science and public 

policy views of governance and influence (e.g., Bovaird, 2005; Rhodes, 1997) that suggest some 

key elements include agenda setting (Chapter 5), the interaction between government and non-state 

actors (Chapter 6 and 7), game-like interactions regulated by the rules of the game (Chapter 8), the 

continuing interaction between all network members (Chapter 9), and the degree of autonomy of the 

state although the state occupies a privileged position that can imperfectly steer the process 

(Chapter 10). 

In terms of theory, there are a multitude of theories and/or theoretical perspectives that could 

be applied. A macro-sociological perspective of “Stakeholder Committees and the Broader Struggle 

by Advocacy Groups” might focus on power or community.  While a micro-sociological 

perspective of “Stakeholder Committees and the Broader Struggle by Advocacy Groups” might 

focus on groups and group processes.  At what depth should socio-psychological theories be 
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presented is always a difficult question. Superficiality should be avoided, yet only a few 

perspectives can be presented in any depth due to limitations on the size of the work. There was a 

strong desire by the author for the findings to have meaningful application to participatory 

governance in NRM. This thesis has therefore focused on three evolving theoretical frameworks  

about policy and participatory governance: Sabatier‟s (2005) Advocacy Coalition Framework,  

Ostrom‟s (2005) Institutional Analysis and Development, and fairness as a benchmark for policy 

implementation.  

Being mid range theories,  Advocacy Coalition Framework, Institutional Analysis and 

Development, and fairness are set within a context of broader macro-theories associated within the 

political science, sociology and psychology disciplines including theories on justice, public choice, 

power, values, and communicative rationality.  As it is important to set the context of the mid-range 

theories being discussed, macro perspectives are provided when context is needed but not in a lot of 

detail.  

1.4.2 Plan of the thesis  

This research begins with a common sociological perspective that suggests human 

behaviour is largely shaped by the groups to which people belong and by the social interactions that 

take place in and between those groups (Robertson, 1987). Accordingly the next three chapters will 

set the scene. These chapters are a literature review that looks at the current state of knowledge and 

identifies how my research adds to this knowledge, a contextual chapter that outlines the two 

stakeholder groups in focus, the environmental issues being debated, and the role and make-up of 

the various committees. The third chapter outlines my methodology.  

After these three chapters there are six chapters that discuss my research findings. The first 

of these explores the struggle by advocacy groups to dominate the wider discourse and thus set the 

broad agenda. The second focuses on whether and under what conditions the actors (participants) in 
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these arenas cooperate as government rhetoric suggests. The third focuses on whether and under 

what conditions the arenas became conflict ridden, the nature of the conflict, and how the actors 

reacted to such conflict. The next three chapters focus on the broader struggle by first finding out if 

a pattern of conflict or cooperation was influenced by institutional design, then asking what is the 

role of the government in controlling and shaping the participation in these regional arenas, and 

finally, how advocacy groups attempted, in turn, to influence the wider government process. My 

final chapter is a discussion that explores how stakeholder committees are part of a broader struggle 

to influence environmental policy by advocacy groups and the implications of this for governance, 

our current theoretical understanding of policy development, and fairness as a benchmark for the 

overall policy outcome. 

 Thus the story or narrative within the thesis is somewhat iterative and incremental. That is, 

the stated research question of “how do the participants who represent advocacy groups within 

stakeholder committees seek to influence decisions and how are they part of a broader struggle by 

those advocacy groups to influence environmental policy?”  was viewed as having the following 

sub-questions: 

1. Chapter 3: What was the nature of the water resource problem, the values of the two key 

stakeholder groups, the institutional framework for water reform, and the roles of the 

various forums? 

2. Chapter 5: What were the initial attempts by stakeholder groups to control the broad 

agenda? 

3. Chapter 6: After the broad agenda was set, did the participants act co-operatively or 

competitively within the various forums? 

4. Chapter 7: When it is competitive, how do participants use power and influence to ensure 

their views prevail?  

5. Chapter 8: If power and influence affect these forums, could participant behaviour have 

been predicted by government and then used to make the process fair? 

6. Chapter 9: If it is possible to predict behaviour, why did the government not make the 

process morefair? 
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7. Chapter 10: If the process within the forums was not fair, what other actions did stakeholder 

groups take to ensure their values prevailed? 
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Chapter 2: Literature review 

“Like water running to the sea, wise, well-informed people are able to deal with problems smoothly and easily”                     

Japanese proverb 

2.1 Content 

This thesis explores how the participants who represent advocacy groups within stakeholder 

committees seek to influence decisions and are part of a broader struggle by those advocacy groups 

to influence environmental policy. This chapter begins by placing the research in the context of 

broader natural resource management. It begins by suggesting that the recent emphasis on achieving 

sustainability has led to more inclusive and participative approaches to natural resource 

management. This means that a key challenge in natural resource management has been centred on 

addressing questions about the distribution of power including what is negotiable, who can 

negotiate, and, how they can negotiate.  

There are a number of mid-range socio-psychological theories that are applicable to these 

representative forums. However the creation of these forums still remains practice in search of 

theory. As a result the research takes a multi-theoretical perspective and first places these forums 

within the broader participatory theory and the empirical research in this area. It shows that most of 

this research focuses on the interactions within forums. That is there is a substantive literature 

focused on the rules or principles necessary to make such arenas functional.  

When dealing with intractable policy issues such as water, this literature review identifies a 

need to focus not only on the interactions within these arenas, but on also on the broader 

environment within which they operate. Therefore my research takes a broader perspective and 

assumes that these arenas are one component of broader process of environmental policy 

formulation. As such, this review also will cover how broader processes such as metagovernance, 

institutional design, advocacy coalitions, and policy theory need to be considered.  
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This chapter is divided into the following sections:  

 The importance of participatory processes in natural resource management, 

 how natural resource management incorporates participatory processes,  

 why government would want to use participatory NRM,  

 perspectives of government facilitated participation, 

 previous studies on representative governance,  

 frameworks for analysing governance, and finally  

 assessment criteria for policy development. 

2.2 The importance of participatory processes in natural resource 

management 

Stoeckel and Abrahams (2007) characterise natural resource management (NRM) as a 

simple three-phase sequence. In the first phase, the resource is regarded as a free gift and is easily 

accessible. The second phase is distinguished by active exploitation and development. The final 

phase is characterised by a realisation that use is not sustainable, yet social, economic, and 

ecological imperatives are likely to increase. Since 1788 Australia has largely been in the second, 

exploitative phase, and it has only been in the last twenty years that natural resource management 

has moved towards a more mature phase and attempted to achieve sustainable use. For example, 

until the mid 1990s most water planning in Australia was supply-based; planning emphasised 

harvesting and infrastructure development in order to meet current and projected needs (Pigram, 

2006). Only recently has water planning emphasised sustainability. 

In attempting to achieve sustainable use, it is commonly stated that natural resource 

management is essentially a common pool problem where balancing multiple interests is critical. 

Common pool resources possess two key attributes: low excludability of beneficiaries and high 
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subtractability of benefits. If a person over-fishes or pollutes a river the consequences are shared by 

many. 

Thus a natural resource, like water, is easily over appropriated and Hardin‟s (1968) tragedy 

of the common can occur. So terms previously associated with natural resource management, such 

as “command and control”, “government”, and “rational decision-making” have now been replaced 

with terms such as “governance” and “participation” (Table 2.1). This new vocabulary is being used 

not just in NRM circles but also in discussions about international relations, policy analysis, public 

administration, urban planning, and political theory (Hajer & Wagenaar, 2003). Governance in this 

context means the networks, partnerships, and forums used to share power and responsibilities, and 

to guide decision-making for a common end (Eversole & Martin, 2005; Lane, 2005). There is 

currently a range of governance processes operating in Australia and these processes can all be 

regarded as important experiments in management that aim to help achieve sustainable resource 

use. 

Table 2.1: Comparison of the previous paradigm of NRM with the current paradigm 

Name of Approach Rational or command 

and control decision 

making 

Governance or 

Participatory decision 

making 

Paradigm: True or false Good or bad 

Philosophy: Positivist Interpretive 

Process is ideally: Technically rational Emotionally satisfactory 

Process is seen as:  Sequential in stages Iterative 

Solution is defined as: The answer to the 

problem 

A process or method of 

resolution 

Works best under 

conditions of: 

 

Certainty 

 

Complexity 

 

Achieving sustainable resource use is no easy task. Most of Australia‟s natural resources are 

over-exploited, and management problems have moved from being well-defined to becoming 
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wicked and messy
1
 (Beeton, Buckley, Jones, Morgan, Reichelt, & Trewin, 2006). Management has 

become an area of turbulence, with frequently contested goals, unclear temporal and spatial scales, 

significant uncertainties about the effects of management actions, and no agreed process of 

deliberation (Davidson, Lockwood, Curtis, Stratford & Griffith, 2006; Dovers, 2001a; La 

Chappelle, McCool & Patterson, 2003). Linked social and natural systems do not respond to change 

in smooth linear ways. Rather they are dynamic and characterised by accelerating complexity, 

uncertainty, disorganisation, and irregular or sudden changes that are multilevel, difficult to predict, 

and potentially irreversible (Bellamy, 2007).  

Since the 1970s the characteristics of wicked problems have been recognised and applied to 

a variety of scholarly disciplines including political science, natural resource management, urban 

and regional planning, and even information technology. A substantial body of literature in all these 

disciplines shows planning under such situations is no longer concerned with simply producing a 

product; rather it involves dimensions related to learning, relationship building, ownership, and 

improved social and political acceptability (Bellamy & Johnson, 2000; La Chappelle et al., 2003; 

Lane, 2005). You do not so much solve a wicked problem as you help stakeholders negotiate shared 

understandings, meanings, and solutions. This is because the traditional hierarchy of governmental 

institutions is unable to cope with contemporary natural resource management problems (Bellamy, 

2007). Moreover ecological problems often represent a major disjuncture in accountability and 

control. There is often no connection between those who create the ecological problems, those who 

have expertise to understand them, those who suffer the negative consequences, and those who take 

political responsibility for action. When each of the institutional, social, and ecological dimensions 

are complex and multilayered, such as in water resource management, NRM problems are truly 

wicked. This is why processes that encourage integration, collaboration, negotiation, and inclusivity 

in natural resource management are important (Bellamy, 2007; Lane, 2005). 

                                                 
1 For the actual definition of “wicked” and “messy” see Rittel, M. & Webber, M. (1973). Dilemmas in a general theory of planning. Policy 

Sciences, 4, 155-169 
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Finally, it should be noted that, in addition to these more pragmatic reasons for participatory 

process, there are also ideological reasons. Participatory processes are consistent with neoliberal, 

and to a lesser extent, third-way ideologies of devolution/abdication of responsibility of service and 

reform of administrative services in order to embody private sector values (Davidson et al., 2006; 

Herbert-Cheshire, 2000; Plummer & Fitzgibbon, 2004). Thus there is a body of literature arguing 

these governance structures are simply a way for governments to implement their own agenda.  

2.3 How natural resource management incorporates participatory 

processes 

Public participation can be defined as the direct involvement of the public in decision-

making. Terms associated with public participation across a range of disciplines include 

collaborative conservation, integrated environmental management, transactive planning, iterative 

planning, co-management, ecosystem management, civic environmentalism, grass roots 

involvement, and collaborative watershed management (Bellamy & Johnson, 2000; Lane, 2005). 

Processes can range from formal submissions and representation through to collectives and co-

management, and several typologies, including some specifically drawn from the Australian 

experience, have been created to structure such diversity (e.g., Oliver, 2004; Ross et al., 2002). 

These typologies often include dimensions such as geographic scale, legal basis, locus of control, 

organisational diversity, size, and timeframe (e.g. Bramwell & Lane, 2000; Dovers, 2001b; Oliver, 

2004; Ross et al., 2002; Selin, 1999). Perhaps the most complete form of participation may be seen 

in those processes associated with social mobilisation such as those in rural villages and island 

cultures in developing countries (Mostert, 2006; Pretty, 1995) and those processes associated with 

Landcare in Australia (Curtis & Lockwood, 2000; Sobels & Curtis, 2001).  

Another form of public participation occurs when the community becomes involved with a 

government‟s decision-making processes. These include informal democratic processes such as 
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lobbying and demonstrations, as well as more formal structured processes associated with the term 

governance, such as deliberative forums and representative committees. Governance implies direct 

involvement in a process and shaping an outcome (Head, 2005). For a civil society, community 

management and control is the key concern of better governance. 

In Australia, the most common type of participatory governance focused on resolving water 

resource issues are multi-stakeholder forums (Eversole & Martin, 2005). These are councils, 

committees, or boards consisting of representatives from private groups, local public agencies, and 

state or federal agencies, who come together periodically to discuss or negotiate public policy in a 

broadly defined area. Typologies generally view participatory governance as a distinctly different 

form of NRM participatory process to those processes associated with social mobilisation such as 

Landcare (Buhrs & Aplin, 1999; Ross et al., 2002). Landcare remains strongly linked to an 

individual‟s on-farm decisions,as well as government funding programs and government programs 

(Wilson 2004). Landcare is not focused on decision making at a policy or strategic level (Wilson, 

2004). It is multi-stakeholder forums involved in strategic decisions that are the focus of my 

research.  

The literature about community participation in government decision-making commonly 

questions the degree of empowerment. For example, a report for the United Nations Research 

Institute for Social Development noted that some political leaders expect participation to be system-

maintaining while others believe it should be system-transforming (Stiefel & Wolfe, 1994). That is, 

some seek participation to be system-maintaining by disseminating information, mobilising 

cooperation with predetermined policies, and using it as a process of co-option. Others who believe 

it should be system-transforming, to give actors power to change the system. In other words, a key 

question in the literature is focused on whether participation is an end or a means to an end.  
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 In 1969, Arnstein presented a typology of public participation that had the sharing of power 

between government and the public as its central concept (see Table 2.2). There are several 

subsequent variations (e.g., Lauber & Knuth, 2000; Long & Arnold, 1995; Pomeroy & Berkes, 

1997; Pretty, 1994; Roberts, 1995). A key point in all these typologies is that many forms of public 

participation actually mean that the public have no real influence, and existing power structures are 

maintained. Some of the literature on participation has interpreted these typologies to mean that 

higher levels of citizen participation were always better than lower levels (Ross, et al., 2002). In 

recognition of this the International Association for Public Participation (IAP
2
) recently created a 

participation spectrum (see Figure 2.1). One important feature of this typology is that it does not 

seek to determine what is best. Rather, it emphasises that all parties need to have a common and 

explicit understanding about power arrangements. Another important feature of the IAP
2
 framework 

is that it defines key terms that are often used interchangeably in the literature (Plummer & 

Fitzgibbon, 2004).  

Table 2.2: Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation 

Type of citizen 

participation 

Type of dialogue 

Citizen control Degree of citizen power (joint analysis initiatives  

and systems change) Delegated power 

Partnership  

Placation Degrees of tokenism (Participation may be 

shared,  but only after major decisions have been 

made) 
Consultation 

Informing  

Therapy Non-participation (participation is simply a 

pretence. People participate by being told what  

has been decided) 
Manipulation 

  

 

While participatory programs may currently be a predominant theme in natural resource 

management, there is no reason to suggest that there is a simultaneous shift in power or authority 

taking place. Wengert (1996) found that the nature of involvement and how involvement relates to 



 30 

decision making are seldom discussed or up for negotiation. He showed that demands for public 

participation can be motivated by a desire to alter the power structure and thus weaken the 

establishment, but there may be little actual opportunity to do that. In other studies, authors have 

found that participation was used simply to rubber stamp an already stated or un-stated decision 

(Wondolleck & Yaffee, 1994; Wondolleck & Yaffee, 2000). That is, the majority of participatory 

projects fail to share power: Ultimately, power and decision-making remain with the implementing 

agency (Mosse, 2001). So there remains a question about whether these interactive and 

participatory forms of governance actually replace the monological forms of public consultation 

associated with hierarchical governance. 

Figure 2.1: The IAP
2
’s public participation spectrum 
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Some authors (e.g., Midgely, 1986) state that agencies retain control because managers fear 

loss of power. Others suggest institutional factors are a critical factor. For example, institutional 

culture may lack the flexibility to deal with collaboration (Selin & Chevaz, 1995). The institution 

might tend to be slow in reform and naturally favour less aggressive strategies because it is part of a 

larger government bureaucracy (Dryzek, 1992). Additionally, some economists studying 

partnerships have found that organisations try to engage in exchanges that involve the least cost to 

themselves and thus do whatever is easiest (Tisdell, 2003). In sum, there are a number of studies 

that suggest there are both psychological and institutional reasons why empowerment might not 

occur. 

 The political science literature also speaks to the “science of muddling through” in this 

regard (Lindblom, 1959). This suggests that institutions do not make rational-comprehensive 

choices but tend to make margin-dependent choices, work within a restricted range of policy 

alternatives, and continuously adjust the objectives and policies. This is because in situations, such 

as the NSW water reform process, the means and ends are simultaneously chosen, managers are 

dealing with complexity under limited time and resources, correct policy is simply one that is 

agreed to, and any outcome is not regarded final and could be changed in future. 

Clearly natural resource management can be participatory in a variety of ways, and one 

particular process is characterised by government seeking community input into decision-making. 

When government facilitates participation in planning and policy, key considerations are what is 

negotiable and how will it be negotiated. My research contributes to our existing knowledge about 

the government-stakeholder power relationship in Chapters 8 and 9. 

2.4 Why government would want participatory governance 

Habermas (1981), Ostrom (2005), and Meuleman (2008) provide a threefold classification 

of potential ways that government can manage natural resources. It can be controlled by centralised 
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government (a hierarchical or managerialist approach), exchanged using a system of private 

property  (an economic or capitalistic approach), and/or managed through participatory governance 

(a pluralist approach). These classifications have their origins in theories of the state (in a general 

sense) and governance styles (Alford & Friedland, 1985; Rhodes, 1997). Each distinct form of 

governance has its own associated benefits and distinctive forms of failure (Alford & Friedland, 

1985; Meuleman 2008). The challenge for the state is to realise the benefits and avoid the 

disadvantages of each form of governance. 

There are a number of practical and theoretical rationalisations for forms of participatory 

governance. First is the philosophical argument that in a democratic society individuals have the 

right to express their opinions on issues and participate in processes related to the public 

commonwealth (Lane, 2005; Rydin & Pennington, 2000).  

Second, some authors are critical of government social provisions, arguing they are 

centralised, bureaucratically administered, governed by impersonal regulations and routines, and are 

unresponsive to problems and needs of individuals (Eversole & Martin, 2005; Midgely, 1986). It is 

also argued that the existing processes of representative democracy are inadequate to address the 

complexities of contemporary societies because of increasingly diverse social and economic values 

(Spash 2001).  

Third, the United Nations World Commission Report on Environment and Development 

(1987) and Agenda 21 emphasised that citizens have important roles in achieving virtually all the 

key elements of sustainable development. As a nation that has agreed to these policies, Australia 

has an international obligation to have participatory processes. Associated with this obligation, 

environmental and planning law in the 1990s began to make participation a requirement 

(Bellamy,Walker, McDonald, & Syme, 2001; Murray Darling Basin Commission, 2000). 
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Fourth, participatory governance may bridge the gap between values and policy. While there 

are arguments that professional expertise could be used to deduce societal values and preferences 

through environmental economics, doubt remains about the assumptions, bias, and scope for 

manipulation using these methods (Rydin & Pennington, 2000). Taking into account values is 

especially important in complex situations where absolute knowledge is impossible in the pubic 

domain. In other words, uncertainty by definition demands involvement (Hajer & Wagenaar, 2003). 

Informed dialogue between the range of affected interests builds a picture of how humans 

collectively impact and depend on natural resources and provides clarification about values 

concerning community use of resources (Kapoor, 2001).  

Fifth, and allied to the idea that values need to be taken into account, is the idea that using 

local knowledge and expertise, creates mutual understanding and leads to „better policy‟ (Kapoor, 

2001; Poncelet, 2004). The generation of such locally specific information, unavailable to agencies, 

may help avoid inappropriate developments (Church, Gilchrist & Ravenscroft, 2007; Connick & 

Innes, 2003; Syme & Sadler, 1994; Syme, Nancarrow & McCreddin,1999).  

Sixth, public support/ownership is necessary to develop ideas, promote plans, and 

implement actions successfully (Mitchell & Hollick, 1993; Syme & Eaton, 1989). A policy that 

involves a wider range of parties is assumed to operate with a greater level of consent. It is expected 

to enhance public ownership and commitment to implement sustained and effective long-term 

solutions to environmental degradation (Davos, 1998). It also provides a way of developing 

stronger links between the public and the agency. Associated with this is that if local experts are 

involved it provides perceived legitimacy within local communities (Catt & Murphy, 2003).  

Finally, there are numerous cases worldwide where expert-based analysis or technocratic 

approaches has ended up marred by litigation processes that have resulted in lengthy delays or 

incurred high social and/or environmental cost (Davos, 1998; Selin, Michael, Schuett & Carr, 
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2000). Apart from these rationalisations it is said that participatory governance can be more 

effective and efficient.  The socio-psychological literature tends to discuss the benefits in terms of 

what might be viewed as an effectiveness dimension for government. Regional governance in this 

context is said to enhance learning, work towards a common vision of what can be achieved, and 

determine the best way of achieving it (Kapoor, 2001; Moote, McClaran & Chickering, 1997; Syme 

& Sadler, 1994). Regional communities are able to respond to manifest environmental problems 

because of their sensitivities to local priorities, and imperatives and this is more effective than state-

centred regulation or governance (Wallington & Lawrence, 2008). The political science literature, 

in contrast, discusses what might be viewed as the efficiency dimensions. In this context 

governments tend to negotiate and consult with respected groups in society as a form of exchange 

(Halpin, 2002).  In doing so the groups gain “insider” status, but will respect the ground rules (i.e., 

not embarrass government, give the process perceived legitimacy, and not engage in litigation). 

Viewed in this manner, participatory governance is more efficient for government because it makes 

for more stable policy-making conditions, results in a more workable policy, and reduces the need 

for wider exchange.  

2.5 Perspectives of participatory governance as forums 

Although none of the points associated with section 2.6 are mutually exclusive, the first 

three rationalisations outlined in the previous section – democracy, centralisation, and international 

obligation and law – might be conceptualised as broader philosophical reasons why government 

might implement participatory programs. However, the last four, and more pragmatic, reasons come 

from two very different worldviews about the representative governance. One regards the process as 

a partnership involving cooperative learning and mutual benefit, while the other perspective views it 

as process involving conflict resolution and power struggles (Warner, 2007). Indeed, there is still 

considerable debate about whether such participatory forums actually build consensus and 

encourage cooperative behaviour or create an arena for adversaries to get together without making 
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any real progress (Lubell, 2004). The cooperative perspective views representative forums as being 

focused on finding a solution that benefits all, while the conflict perspective views these forums as 

zero-sum games where the outcome will result in winners and losers.  

2.5.1 The cooperative perspective 

Much of the government rhetoric about the governance processes suggests that they should 

be a form of cooperative partnership. For example, the stakeholder committees (forums) that are the 

focus for this study were promoted using the by-line community and government working together 

(NSW Department of Land and Water, 2000a & 2002a). Many studies of similar stakeholder 

forums suggest that this rhetoric can be realised (Warner, 2007). For example, in a review of 40 

watershed partnerships, Leach and Pelkey (2001) found that the most important factor for success
2
 

was participation by cooperative, creative, and committed individuals.  

The cooperative perspective emphasises that discussion, social learning, and capacity 

building are critical for resolving uncertainty and understanding the risks involved when addressing 

complex or wicked NRM problems (Eversole & Martin, 2005; Lane, 2005; Warner, 2007). The 

rationale stems from a number of related theories in a range of disciplines including communicative 

rationality in philosophy (Habermas, 1981), discursive democracy in political science (Dryzek, 

1997), procedural fairness (Lind & Taylor, 1988), and communicative planning in town planning 

(Healey, 1992; Persson, 2006).  Although there is some criticism of some of the theory (e.g., 

Habermas‟s theory of communicative rationality), the perspective is broadly supported by a large 

body of empirical research (see Deitelhoff & Muller, 2005) 

A considerable amount of socio-psychological research has revealed the factors that 

encourage a cooperative environment. Much of the research suggests resource dependence, goal 

congruence, and mutual trust are essential within a forum. Seminal work by Waddock and Bannister 

                                                 
2 Success is various defined in studies such as these as being a researchers definition, a participant’s perspective, or conditional (Moore, 1999). 

These studies are discussed in more depth in Section 2.5.  
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(1991) found that effective partnerships need to have the right structural (e.g., clear objectives, 

feedback, strong leadership); participatory (e.g. representatives with authority, issues being salient, 

a belief that efforts will benefit all), and interactive (e.g., trust, interdependence, balanced power) 

elements. Similarly, Gunningham and Sinclair (2002) suggest that successful partnerships have an 

exchange of benefits and responsibilities, with actors agreeing to contribute to the success of a 

jointly-defined agenda, and mutual cooperation rather than compulsion being used to achieve a 

successful result. Bramwell and Lane (2000) suggest that processes should include actors working 

together, sharing knowledge and resources, to make decisions that lead to ecological sustainability, 

and create mutually acceptable proposals.  

Research emphasises that trust is particularly important for fostering cooperation (Syme & 

Eaton, 1989). In the context of participants deciding how to share a limited resource, trust is viewed 

as interpersonal, and comprising some form of reciprocity or expectation of reciprocity amongst 

actors (De Cremer & Stouten, 2003). The literature on trust suggests a person becomes perceived as 

trustworthy when past behaviour and recent evidence demonstrate they can be trusted (rational 

choice theory). Conversely, distrust arises when there are belief conflicts, cognitive limitations, 

and/or misgivings about process (Sabatier et al., 2005).  

Communication is important for eliminating distrust. Communication increases 

understanding and tolerance, and reduces personal biases and mistrust, particularly when conflict 

rests upon misinformation or a failure to appreciate the perspectives of others (Wondolleck & 

Yaffee, 2000). Actors need to realise they are interdependent, each legitimately represents the 

interest for which they claim, and each needs to be receptive to new information (Morrow & Torres, 

2002; Mostert, 2006; Persson, 2006). Indeed, Australian research suggests that providing an 

atmosphere of cooperation, identifying rules of appropriate behaviour, and negotiation are all 

necessary means for building discussion (Syme & Eaton, 1989). Under such situations, low levels 

of conflict can even be desirable because the conflict exposes gaps in knowledge and contributes to 
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the development of alternative systems (Poncelet, 2004). Note, however, that such conditions also 

need flexibility because conflict resolution often requires the unpacking of assumptions and 

experimentation. That is a cooperative perspective assumes social learning (learning from others 

and each other) occurs, and when this is coupled with flexibility, the group‟s capacity to resolve 

dilemmas and reach mutually acceptable decisions is increased. 

 Chapter 6 applies this cooperative perspective to my research, particularly in terms of 

whether the elements of trust and effective communication exist within water reform forums. 

2.5.2 The conflict perspective 

The conflict perspective suggests that when people are asked to address common pool 

resource problems they behave as though it were a competitive process. The rationale used to 

explain this is that common pool problems are social dilemmas where non-cooperative choice is 

always more profitable to the actor than cooperative choice, a non-cooperative choice is always 

harmful to others compared to cooperative choice; and the aggregate amount of harm done to others 

by non-cooperative choice is greater than the profit to the actor themselves (Dawes, 1980; Messick 

& Brewer, 1983). In such situations there is conflict between an actor‟s short term interest and 

collective rationality. As participants are primarily self-interested and seek to maximise their own 

welfare (rational choice theory) competition rather than collaboration dominates (Leach & Sabatier, 

2005; Lind & Taylor, 1988).  

The origin of most competition stems from a diversity of interests that create a lack of 

common currency, as a result, there are differences in what is at stake for the people involved. 

People often differ in how they use natural resources (e.g., people may use water for recreation, 

conservation, survival, or farming). Moreover there often is no connection between those who 

create the ecological problem, those who have expertise to understand it, those who suffer the 

negative consequences, and those who take political responsibility for action. The same can be said 
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for the benefits and loses arising from any proposed solution. Thus in most real-life situations the 

actors differ with respect to the choices and their consequences: They are faced with an 

asymmetrical social dilemma (Church et al., 2007). Ambiguity exists because is not clear to 

participants what should be considered a fair solution since all parties do not benefit equally from 

the distribution of resources (Wade-Benzoni, Tenbrunsel & Bazerman, 1996). An inevitable 

consequence of asymmetry is ambiguity, and this challenges a participant‟s sense of how to 

distribute resources.  

Wilke (1991) theorised that people use three key principles to guide their choices when 

ambiguity exists. Known as the greed–efficiency–fairness  (G-E-F) hypothesis, the theory suggests 

that people are generally greedy. However, greed is constrained by two other motives: efficiency 

and fairness. Efficiency in this sense is sustainability: people want to harvest resources in such a 

way that usage is equal to replenishment. Fairness is the coordination of behaviour to provide all 

group members with an equitable final outcome. The G-E-F hypothesis suggests that under 

situations of ambiguity, participants make judgements relative to others and judge the outcome of 

the process based on a number of comparisons. People will assess the outcome subjectively, 

egocentrically, and comparatively which makes any assessment of outcomes multi-dimensional. 

The nature of the asymmetry between actors is an important factor in determining the 

intensity of the conflict and whether it can be resolved. Dorcey (1986) identifies four basic areas 

where such differences may occur: i) cognitive, when the parties have different understanding of the 

situation; ii) values, when the parties cannot agree on the objective to achieve, but can agree on the 

consequences of alternatives objectives; iii) interests, when the parties cannot agree on the 

distribution of cost and benefits; and iv) behavioural, when personal or historical differences colour 

the relationship of the parties, or prejudice enters. Conflicts centred on value differences are 

particularly difficult to reconcile, especially if there is a legacy of distrust and suspicion (Napier & 
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Gershenfeld, 2004). This is not only because values are difficult to compromise but also because 

they are particularly difficult to quantify. 

Different values are also associated with different behavioural or attitudinal 

incompatibilities (i.e., interests, positions, beliefs, tactics, skills, values, and perceptions of 

fairness). This means that actors will also have different views on how the participatory process 

should occur and what are deemed to be reasonable actions and strategies to pursue. Substantive 

literature advocates and outlines certain procedures (e.g., conciliation, mediation, Alternative 

Dispute Resolution (ADR), and neutral third parties) in difficult circumstances. (Elix, 2006; Fisher 

& Ury, 2003; Richardson, 2005). These procedures depend on certain conditions such as a 

willingness to publicly acknowledge conflict, voluntary participation, as well as administrative and 

financial support. They are designed to minimise any deviations in behaviour that might make 

resolution more difficult to obtain (Claremont & Davies, 2005; Sourdin, 2005). Some processes 

such as ADR may be counter-productive, particularly if the process only manages to get certain 

groups to get together to mediate their differences when the cause of conflict or barriers to 

resolution are beyond their control (Claremont & Davies, 2005; Smith, Nell & Prystupa, 1997). 

Finally it should be noted that conflict can create a spectrum of behaviour ranging from 

avoidance and negotiation to litigation and unilateral power plays (Burgess & Burgess, 1997). 

Conflict can also be obvious or hidden, constructive or destructive. Conflict in this sense introduces 

transaction costs
3
 into the negotiation process and these costs increase not only when there are 

power and information asymmetries, but also when the number of forums and bargaining partners 

increase (Imperial & Yandle, 2005). Chapter 7 applies the conflict perspective to this research and 

follows the chapter on the cooperative perspective. 

                                                 
3 These are costs in time, money, resources, and social capital associated with any exchange 
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2.6 Previous studies of participatory governance 

Given that stakeholder processes can range from collaboration to conflict, many researchers 

have been inspired to search for principles that characterise good processes within stakeholder 

forums. A common approach (e.g., Bowmer, 2003; Ladson & Finlayson, 2002) is to report on the 

impressions and personal experiences of people involved. This approach often outlines shortfalls or 

key challenges such as lack of scientific information or the need to understand different points of 

view in representative forums (Finlayson, 2001). Bozeman (1993) and Imperial and Yandle (2005) 

call such papers “wisdom literature” and have urged researchers to move to more theoretically-

driven studies so that our knowledge about institutional design and performance can improve. 

A large body of work has also either collated previous work (i.e., undertaken meta-analyses) 

or compared a number of processes occurring simultaneously in order to develop theory. This work 

has resulted in the development of some principles (see Table 2.3) that characterise successful or 

failed collaborative forums; or the barriers to collaborative growth and development (e.g., Dovers, 

2001b; Leach & Pelkey, 2001; McGurk, Sinclair & Diduck, 2006; Pagdee, Kim & Daughtery, 

2006; Waddock & Bannister 1991; Wondolleck & Yaffee, 2000). Indeed, this work is not unique to 

environmental management. Organisational theorist, Barbara Gray‟s seminal work in 1985 on a 

range of governance processes is perhaps earliest and most widely quoted work on forums. More 

recently, principles for success have been refined for particular natural resource situations. For 

example, 16 years after Gray‟s work, Schuett, Selin & Carr (2001) found the key principles for 

participatory governance when addressing forestry issues were: i) collaboration and consensus; ii) 

consistent funding and support; iii) education of participants; iv) coordination of participant/agency 

efforts; v) on-ground projects; vi) clearly identified problems; vii) following through on goals; viii) 

leadership; ix) long range vision; and x) government investment. More recently, Pagdee et al. 

(2006) conducted a meta-analysis on community forest management (that is not just all forestry, but 

forestry involving rural people managing co-managing the surrounding natural forest) and found 43 



 41 

principles including tenure, ownership, effective rules, expectation of benefits, and leadership. 

Although this research started more broadly, there are now various bodies of research in distinct 

areas of NRM governance, most noticeably in forestry (e.g., Schuett et al., 2001), sustainable 

tourism (e.g., Bramwell & Lane, 2000), fisheries (e.g., Pomeroy & Berkes, 1997) and 

catchment/watershed management (e.g., Davidson et al., 2006).  

The most relevant of these types of studies to my research are the empirical studies of 

watershed partnerships throughout the world and those studies of catchment management in 

Australia. Leach and Pelkey (2001) synthesised the work of over 40 studies on watershed 

partnerships in Australia and overseas. They identified 210 principles that were critical for 

stakeholder partnerships, although there were 28 re-occurring key areas including adequate funding, 

effective leadership, trust, and committed participants. Leach and Pelkey (2001) analysed their 

findings to identify four key sets of variables that influence partnerships. These were resources and 

scope of the partnership, flexibility and informality, the methods actors can employ in negotiations, 

and institutional analysis and development. In terms of catchment management, Margerum (1999) 

interviewed 100 participants from Australia and overseas involved in catchment management, and 

developed 20 key principles based around three key themes (see Table 2.4). More recently, 

Davidson et al. (2006) undertook an in-depth study across 13 regional natural resource management 

authorities in Australia, and developed eight principles (see Table 2.5). In terms of  water resource 

management, these studies mean there is now a considerable literature that provides checklists or 

“rules of thumb” for implementing participatory governance in water resource management in a 

variety of situations. 
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Table 2.3: Principles for successful NRM derived from various studies overseas 

Theme Studies 

Involvements of key stakeholders is important 1,2,3,5,7,8,12,15 

The forum needs to be seen as legitimate and/or the 

actors need to be seen as legitimate 

1,5,6,10 

Actors need to have the power to make decisions on 

behalf of those they represent and/or the forum 

needs to have the power to make decisions 

6,7,8 

Actors need to trust each other and be willing to 

undertake open communication 

1,7,8,9,10,11,12,15,16 

Actors need to see they are independent. That is 

resolving the issue can only be achieved by working 

together 

1,5,6,7,8,10,11 

There needs to be a clear vision and/or strategic 

direction 

1,2,9,11,14,16, 

Actors undertake shared learning of values, 

experiences, impacts, and information 

1,3,4,5,10,12,14,15 

The issues the forum is dealing with or resolving 

need to be salient to the participants 

1,3,7,10,12,15,16 

Actors need to trust each other and spend time 

building  relationships 

1,5,6,9,16 

There needs to be clear accountability measures 

given to the forum and/or a way to evaluate progress 

1,8,10,11 

Any imbalances in power need to be minimised 7,11,15,16 

There needs to be strong leadership and/or 

facilitation 

2,5,7,8,9,16 

Adequate resourcing, support, and institutional 

arrangements needs to be given to the forum 

1,2,3,7,8,11,12 

The approach to problem or issue resolution has to 

be flexibility and/or adaptive 

4,6,11,14,15,16 

1. Long & Arnold (1995), 2.Leach & Pelkey (2001), 3. Warner (2007), 4.Kapoor (2001), 5. Selin et al (2000), 6. 

Williams & Ellefson (1997),  7. Waddock & Bannister (1991),  8. Cavaye (2004), 9. Johnson & Zorn (2003),   

10. Oliver (2004), 11. Watson (2007), 12. Hooper, McDonald & Mitchell (1999), 13 Bellamy & Johnson (2000), 14.La 

Chappelle et al. (2003), 15 Blahna & Yonts-Shephard (1989), 16.Wondolleck &Yaffee (2000). 
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Table 2.4: Criteria needed for successful participative approaches in catchment management in 

Australia (Margerum, 1999) 

Theme Principles 

Initiation Laws and policies support or do not prevent integrated 

approach 
 There are resources to support the process 
 Stakeholders are willing to participate in a collaborative effort 
 Stakeholder membership and selection process are deemed 

legitimate 
 There are people with time and skills to lead the effort 

Operationalisation Stakeholders have clear and effective ways of communicating 
 Stakeholders use clear decision rules 
 Stakeholders identify and manage conflicts 
 Stakeholders consult with the general public 
 Stakeholders base management decisions on a sound 

understanding of the system 

Outputs and 

outcomes 

Stakeholders foster familiar common goals and mutual 

understanding 
 Stakeholders develop a strategic and flexible strategy to guide 

implementation 
 Stakeholders identify management actions to address a full 

range of factors 
 Stakeholders support implementation of actions 
 Stakeholders identify a model for intervention to achieve 

management goals 
 Stakeholder committees assert their role in management 

activities 
 Stakeholders create structures and mechanisms for 

coordinating decision-making 
 Stakeholders support implementation with education and 

information programs 
 There are resources to induce implementation 
 Stakeholders implement immediate actions to build 

confidence and momentum 
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Table 2.5: Principles for natural resource governance in Australia (Davidson et al., 2006) 

Principle Meaning 

Legitimate exercise of 

authority 

Acceptance and justification of shared rules by the 

community 

Transparency Visibility of decision-making and clarity behind 

decisions communicated 

Accountability Acceptance of responsibility and demonstrating 

these responsibilities have been met 

Inclusiveness  Stakeholders have the opportunity to be involved 

or affected by decision-making policies or 

procedures 

Fairness Respect and attention to stakeholder views and 

consistency in decision-making around the costs 

and benefits 

Integration Connection and coordination across various levels 

Capability Systems, resources, skills, leadership, knowledge, 

etc that enable organisations to meet 

responsibilities 

Adaptability Ability to put new knowledge into decision-

making and implementation, including systematic 

self-reflection about organisational performance 

 

Those studies that have developed rules of success, design principles, or enabling conditions 

have made a major contribution to the new challenge of governing the commons. However, these 

studies are now being viewed as circumscribed by context, and it is said that they provide only 

partial direction for governance innovations (Armitage, 2008). They represent a set of prescribed 

and normative governance innovations and thus render technical a very non-technical process. In 

doing so they may encourage the belief that, for instance, one factor/principle could be adjusted to 

achieve effective governance (Armitage, 2008). Imperial and Yandle‟s (2005) criticism is similar in 

that they say these studies are limited because they often draw faulty lessons because they fail to 

consider context, use narrow criteria to assess institutional performance, and/or ignore the full range 

of transaction costs. Hajer and Wagenaar (2003) suggest that there is need for broader work that 

conceptualises the setting in which politics and policy-making takes place as well as the character 

of the game (i.e., the interactions). Morrison (2006) calls the search for design principles 

neoclassical institutional analysis, and states that such studies do not acknowledge informal 
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institutions and thereby fail to fully explain politics and power, that they are hyper-factual and 

thereby theoretically lean, and tend to be polemic. Research into success factors could therefore be 

said to have reached a mature phase, and several authors have identified a need to move beyond 

such myopic studies focused solely on interactions within a forum to broader, more interpretive 

research. Policy analysts dealing with intractable policy issues such as water need to focus not only 

on conducting high quality, technical analysis but also on developing a good understanding of the 

political context of the problems (Doremus & Tarlock, 2008). This thesis aims to fulfil the need for 

broader interpretive work. It looks at how stakeholder committees are part of a broader struggle by 

advocacy groups to influence environmental policy.  

2.7 Frameworks for analysing stakeholder forums 

In attempting to explore how stakeholder committees are part of a broader struggle by 

advocacy groups to influence environmental policy, a key question arises about how to frame such 

research. Building on the foundation of empirical research, a number of authors have created 

models of planning and policy in natural resource management. For example, Selin and Chevaz 

(1995) propose that there are five key elements including antecedents, problem setting, direction 

setting, structuring, and outcomes. Bramwell and Lane (2000), and Long and Arnold (1995) 

propose a life cycle model. Models such as these conform to the general literature of group 

development that suggests that groups go through sequential stages of form, storm, norm, and 

perform (Napier & Gershenfeld, 2004). These studies of group maturity may be useful for social 

mobilisation processes, but deliberate, orderly steps are not an accurate portrayal of how policy 

processes actually work. Contemporary policymaking is, instead, a complex, interactive process 

without beginning or end (Richardson, 2000; Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993). Policy, in this sense, 

is a social phenomenon in that it configures how people govern and interact with a natural resource.  

Based on a comparison of hundreds of successful and unsuccessful case studies, Ostrom and 

her colleagues have developed a broad framework, the Institutional Analysis and Development 
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(IAD) framework (Ostrom, 2005), that provides a useful way for viewing the key components of 

participatory policy process. This framework is a meta-theoretical model that can be used to 

identify some key variables and does not limit the analysis to the use of any particular theory 

(Larson, 2006).  

The IAD framework asserts that at the centre of these participatory processes there is a 

conceptual unit consisting of actors/participants within an action arena/forum (Ostrom, 2005). The 

outcome produced by these actors is influenced by the way they interact and the natural resource 

context of the issue (Figure 2.2). The IAD framework suggests that developing a long-lasting 

sustainable community management system depends on the characteristics of the resource, the 

arena (forum) that contains the various actors with an interest in the resource and the pattern of 

interactions or rules in the game that exists between actors. Other typologies that attempt to cluster 

participation by types (e.g. Ross et al., 2002; Selin, 1999) or identify key themes (e.g. Margerum, 

1999– see Table 2.4) are generally consistent with this framework. 

To apply Ostrom‟s IAD framework to this research, the context of this research is described 

in more detail in Chapter 3. The socio-psychological theories that apply to these action arenas and 

the pattern of interactions or rules in the game that exists between actors are now explained in more 

detail. 

Figure 2.2: IAD, Institutional Analysis and Development 
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2.7.1 The action arena (forum): Stakeholders as actors in action situations 

Applying an IAD framework perspective to this research means that the stakeholder 

representatives are the actors. The term stakeholder has its origins in law and is taken to mean 

someone who holds property for, or has a legitimate interest in, a project or an entity. Involving 

stakeholders is viewed as important in resolving wicked natural resource management problems, 

such as water, because resolution requires coordination and cooperation across the horizontal and 

vertical dimensions of policy, institutional systems, and structure (Bellamy, 2007).  

In a practical sense, stakeholders are often (but not always) representative members of 

interest groups in natural resource management. Interest groups representing larger constituencies 

have substantial resources and have been a major influence on planning and policy since at least the 

1970s (Lawrence, Daniels & Stankey, 1997). Indeed, Lawrence et al. (1997) say that their influence 

cannot be overstated. Representation by interest groups is used in representative forums because 

they may create social capital and a civil society as they have the potential to mobilise marginal 

groups that might otherwise remain isolated or individualised, serve as vehicles for claim making 

activities that are otherwise unavailable, create identities that exaggerate engagement, and/or 

provide potentially innovative forms of decision making and participation (Minkoff, 1997; Moore, 

2005). 

By contrast, Isenhart & Spangle (2000) propose that more conflicts arise when the actors are 

representatives of a diverse range of stakeholder groups because representation entrenches the way 

that participants behave. The socio-psychological reasons why this might occur include:  

i) Ethnocentrism: This refers to a group‟s tendency to stereotype a set of beliefs about the 

personal attributes of people belonging to a group (Enayati, 2002). For example once we 

identify a person as being a rice grower, our stereotypical beliefs about ricegrowers will 

influence our perceptions and judgements towards that person.  
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ii) Group identity: Group identity may foster a sense that members have been treated 

unfairly by the other participating groups. Therefore, the group develops a common goal 

of defeating the enemy. In some cases, stakeholders who hold diametrically opposed 

viewpoints base their strategies primarily on defeating the other group‟s goals, and 

benefit only at the expense of others (Brandenberg & Carroll, 1995).  

iii) Devil shift: Interest groups tend to overestimate the opponent‟s power. For example, 

Culhane‟s (1981) study of the forest service in the US found that both environmentalists 

and economic user groups perceived land management agencies to be captured by their 

opponents. The general premise of devil shift is that actors tend to impugn the emotive 

and/or reasonableness of the opponents while perceiving themselves to be reasonable 

and acting out of concerns for public welfare. Actors evaluate their opponents‟ 

behaviour more harshly than do most members of the policy community, while 

evaluating their own behaviour positively. Furthermore actors perceive their opponents 

as being more influential than themselves (Sabatier et al., 2005). 

iv) Group think: This is where cohesiveness and involvement within one forum (i.e., the 

stakeholder arena) means adopting behaviour that may incite disagreement among those 

in the representative forum (Napier & Gershenfeld, 2004). Even if some actors in a 

deliberative process change their views as a result of the negotiation, their constituents 

may not and are likely to feel betrayed and seek other leaders or representatives (Burgess 

& Burgess, 1997).  

Additionally, a stakeholder process may mean that actors have very different (and less 

obvious) motivations for joining a forum. Cheng and Mattor (2006) have found that stakeholders 

participate in government-facilitated forums because they believe they are genuinely empowered to 

influence planning decisions, have suspicions that the agency and other stakeholder cannot be 
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trusted, and/or believe that the facilitating agency needs to be educated about relevant issues. Moote 

et al. (1997) found that, despite facilitation that allowed all parties to express their needs, some 

actors felt that the process offered them little more than a chance to learn about the enemy. 

Stakeholders may therefore participate for process reasons rather than for outcomes (Weible, 2008). 

That is, the institutional context may mean the actors use representative arenas for purposes other 

than those for which they were created. 

Where representative processes are used, and representatives are drawn for key advocacy 

groups, the vast literature on citizen participation has limited utility in analysing environmental 

policy (Lane & Morrison, 2006). This is because such groups are different from an unorganised 

citizen. Advocacy groups can make public demands of government and ensure accountability of 

participatory governance (Young, 2002). Moreover, these groups do not operate as separate 

institutions but as part of a complex network of actors with common policy beliefs (Lane & 

Morrison, 2006; Sabatier et al., 2005) 

2.7.2 The action arena: Patterns of interaction 

A forum is a deliberate gathering of stakeholders with diverse values and interests that force 

them to build relationships. As such it creates a “micro-power” process within the participatory 

space (Haas, 1992). Power in this context can be defined as the degree of control that actors have 

over other actors, their own fate, and the entire forum (Slocum, 1995).  

Participatory processes often have several types of micro-power processes (Gray, 1985). For 

example, within each forum a variety of arguments are used that overlap with those that are used by 

others, affect and compete with others, and/or rely on others to maintain their legitimacy. The 

disparate understandings that actors have relating to the environmental problem, the divergent way 

actors assign importance to these issues, and the actions they take to resolve them are important in 

this context (Chess, 2000). The powerful may influence the discourse of the subordinates so that 
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conflict never arises. The discourse can also concern itself with defining reality rather than 

discovering what reality is (Flyvberg, 1998). Flyvberg (1998) showed that knowledge is not power, 

but that power creates knowledge because it creates its own rationality. This has implications not 

just within the forum but also for processes that occur outside a forum. 

Different participants also have different intelligences
4
 and occupy different social positions 

(Napier & Gershenfeld, 2004). Compromise may be elicited from weaker opponents, where it 

should not have been required. For example actors with the least interest in exchanging generally 

have the upper hand (Napier & Gershenfeld, 2004). Such power imbalances inhibit weaker parties 

in advancing their respective views in a clear and forceful manner (Gray, 1985).  

Stakeholders also form coalitions or alliances during the process (Haas, 1992; Napier & 

Gershenfeld, 2004; Weible, 2008). Such alliances may be temporary and/or a matter of 

convenience. Choice of partners is generally viewed as a negotiated outcome that primarily depends 

on each actor‟s choice of payoffs. Rooted in game theory and small group psychology, the theory 

suggests there is a range of conditions under which actors will jointly pool their resources in order 

to pursue common goals and consequently gain advantage in the distribution of payoffs (Long & 

Arnold, 1995;  Napier & Gershenfeld, 2004). Further, small group psychology suggests that actors 

try to form coalitions where partners are most ideologically similar, thereby minimising attitudinal 

diversity in the group (Napier & Gershenfeld, 2004). Thus an actor‟s ability to influence or achieve 

an appropriate outcome depends not only on individual efficacy but also on the efficacy of allies.  

Alliances and coalitions become particularly important when the dynamics of the group 

mean that the majority rules. Bargaining and negotiation tend to occur when people need to come to 

consensus and there is minority participation in decision-making, as consensus helps create 

problem-solving innovations (De Dreu & West, 2001). In contrast, majority rule reduces the power 

                                                 
4 I am using Howard Gardner’s (1993) definition of multiple intelligences in this context, which is “the capacity or ability to solve problems or 

to fashion products that are values in one or more cultural settings”. 
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of minority members (Napier & Gershenfeld, 2004). For example, almost half of the group can be 

labelled as dissenters and have their opinion swept aside. Voting may also mean a large section of 

the group will expend resources attempting to overthrow previous decision. Clearly, the ability to 

form coalitions and the way of making a decision within a forum will be critical in determining 

whether an arena encourages cooperation or competition. 

There are also a number of other micro-power processes that the literature on groups 

outlines (see Johnson & Johnson, 1994; Napier & Gershenfeld, 2004; Tyson, 1998). It may be 

unrealistic to expect that any participatory process can neutralise power differentials among actors. 

However it is important that policy analysts should identify such differentials and take explicit 

action where possible to address them. The importance of structure and process in terms of the 

NSW water reform process are discussed in Chapter 8. 

2.7.3 Catering for multiple action arenas 

Ostrom‟s IAD framework emerged from virtually institution-free contexts in small-scale 

resource-dependent communities (no more than 1-500 people). However the situation facing most 

stakeholder forums in the developed world is much more complex that that (Gardener & Stern, 

1996). In the western world, policy tends to be developed in many forums operating simultaneously 

at different levels because there are complex political and institutional layers (van Bueren, Klijn, & 

Koppenjan 2003; Weilbe & Sabatier, 2005; Warner, 2007). The advantages for government in 

having multiple forums may include enhanced learning, more efficient use of resources, increased 

capacity to plan for and address complexity, greater efficiency, and better service provision (Provan 

& Kenis, 2008).  

Creating a nested hierarchy of Ostrom‟s IAD framework might be one way to deal with 

larger, more complex environmental problems. The classical conception of institutional layers is 

that the forums are structured like a Russian doll, fitting into a nested hierarchy or political space 
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(Hajer & Wagenaar, 2003; Marshall, 2001; Reeve, 2003). Bellamy and McDonald (2005) 

developed a good example of this in the Australia context (Figure 2.3). The implication is that it is 

important to consider policy as a multi-scale polycentric process that recognises a large number of 

stakeholders functioning in different institutional settings. 

Figure 2.3: The polycentric view of policy development 

 
 

While the idea of a nested hierarchy might be usefully applied within a social mobilisation 

context such as landcare, most research in political science and sociology suggests that policy is 

actually more chaotic than hierarchical because it is influenced by a range of stakeholders (Lebel, et 

al., 2006; Richardson, 2000; Sabatier et al., 2005). There are often multiple actors and institutions 

operating within, between, and outside the various forums (Morrison, 2006; Richardson, 2000). 

Groups coalesce around interests rather than a particular location. Variously called advocacy 

coalitions, policy networks, or epistemic communities, these networks are less structured than those 

structured forums created by government and bring together interests and organisations during 

policy-making to facilitate policy change by operating at multiple levels. They consist of a set of 
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formal and informal institutional linkages between government and other actors structured around 

shared interests in policy making and implementation (Haas 1992; Head & Stewart, 2007; Rhodes, 

2007). The recognition of those networks as a process of influence is associated with concepts of 

social capital and suggests that simply creating a nested IAD hierarchy cannot accommodate the 

phenomenon – particularly when participants are compelled to be involved arenas and represent 

stakeholder groups.   

Recently, Paul Sabatier and his colleagues (Sabatier et al., 2005) developed the advocacy 

coalition framework (ACF) to help explain how stakeholders, interest groups, agencies, etc. form 

networks and communities in pursuit of common policy objectives (Figure 2.4). Policy is assumed 

to be dominated by two or more coalitions, rather than actors. These coalitions are centred on 

common beliefs and undertake somewhat coordinated behaviour to implement a range of strategies 

designed to influence government authorities. They operate more broadly than just within a forum. 

Like the IAD framework, in the ACF the behaviour of each coalition is affected by contextual 

variables, but some of these variables (e.g., public opinion) can be influenced by coalitions and 

others cannot. Thus the framework hypothesis that stable parameters (such as basic problem 

attributes and socio-cultural values) interact with changing parameters (such as political support of 

government and outcome of other policies) outside a specific policy environment to influence the 

actions of various coalitions within a specific policy environment. Moreover, the influence of 

context on coalition behaviour is constrained by the resources that these coalitions can garner. 
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Figure 2.4: The Advocacy Coalition (AC) Framework 

 
A unique feature of the AC framework is its emphasis on belief structures within an 

advocacy framework. Examples of belief structures include conservative versus progressive values 

or environmentalism versus productionism. The AC framework predicts that stakeholders will use 

their resources strategically to influence policy in multiple forums. Stakeholders spend considerable 

time forum shopping, looking for institutional access where they might have a competitive 

advantage. They often launch offences in several venues and defend their interests simultaneously 

(Weible & Sabatier, 2005). They can do this by working outside forums to gain access to legal 

authority to make policy decisions, legitimise claims to represent public opinion, obtain information 

that can be used to garner support or argue against opponents, rally the “troops” to participate in 

public events, gain financial resources, and/or establish an overall leadership position (Enayati, 

2002; Matthews, 1980; Richardson, 2005). Stakeholders might therefore be considered to be 
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corrupting a multiple forum process because they are highly motivated to convert their beliefs into 

actual policy and move between forums to take advantage of any policy window.  

With stakeholder groups, winning or losing a policy decision depends on whether the 

opposing sides can draw on their network connections to mobilise and coordinate greater quantities 

of political resources to support their side on an issue. Under such circumstances, regional groups 

with weak infrastructures can become powerful actors on the political stage because they are able to 

operate at many levels (Bovaird, 2005; Bulkeley, 2005, Lebel et al., 2006). They advocate policy 

positions, lobby government for legislative change, and participate at a local level through the 

forum process (Matthews, 1980; Blomquist & Schlager, 2005). Stakeholder groups are therefore 

able to operate at many levels. Play continues moving from one forum to another and the tide of 

success for the stakeholder group ebbs and flows as each particular forum becomes critical to 

overall success (Carlsson, 2000). 

Such multi-layered participative processes generally support better organised interests, 

particularly where policy, process, and outcomes are being created simultaneously (Fiorino, 1995; 

Matthews, 1980; Richardson, 2000). They operate at many levels, influential lobby groups that 

might lose hard-fought rights or laws in one forum can circumvent that particular arena to their 

advantage by going to another (Baumgartner & Jones, 1993; Selin et al., 2000). Strategies and 

tactics allow for a play of resistances across spaces (Flyvberg, 1998). This is consistent with 

Foucault‟s (1984) belief that power is social, so in this context being part of a network increases an 

actor‟s power.  

Policy development can therefore be viewed as a series of games occurring in several arenas 

where actors focus on influencing problem formulations, solutions, and procedures regarding an 

approach to specific policy issues (van Bueren et al., 2003). More complicated policy debates take 

place in various arenas simultaneously. Different games may be played simultaneously. Under such 
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circumstances, participants become part of network (this could be through the stakeholder group) in 

order to exchange information or advice, share resources, form a winning coalition, or gain favour 

from more influential actors (Weilbe & Sabatier, 2005). Any lobbying is spread over space and time 

at varying densities, and at times mobilises groups and individuals in particular ways. 

Distinguishing policy games, arenas, and networks enables researchers to capture the fragmented 

nature of policy games and the institutional aspects of the context in which those games unfold – 

even if it raises scepticism about the promise of fairness and transparency in regional governance 

processes (Blomquist & Schlager, 2005).  

2.7.4 Towards an analytical framework for this research 

There are several theories about how policy develops and changes. The process was once 

assumed to be good if policy-makers approached issues rationally and went through a number of 

stages (Lane, 2005). Indeed, even today the political and administrative spheres in their focus on 

achieving results often give insufficient attention to process, except when processes impinge on 

such things as accountability (Head & Stewart, 2007). However it is often not possible to address a 

wicked or messy problem tamely or to try to tame the problem (Morrison, 2006; Rittel & Weber, 

1973). Therefore, good policy outcomes in this context are dependent in many ways on multi-

layered or modular participatory process. This is because there are diverse and competing values, 

institutional arrangements, and contexts that must be considered. 

While some authors were trying to identify what makes good policy, concurrent analyses 

were striving to better understand and model actual policy processes. This includes Lindblom‟s 

(1959) theory of incrementalism, Kingdon‟s (1995) multiple stream metaphor suggesting that 

turbulence occurs when different policy streams need to merge, and Baumgartner and Jones‟ (1993) 

theory of punctuated equilibrium. Two theories were to emerge specifically for governance 

situations in natural resource management. These are Institutional Analysis and Design (IAD) 

framework and the Advocacy Coalition (AC) Framework. 
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 The IAD framework provides a conceptualisation that identifies some of the key 

components that influence outcomes from each particular arena, while the AC framework provides 

a broader-scale conceptualisation of how stakeholder groups attempt to influence policy. Each 

conceptualisation has been used to better understand the setting in which politics and policy-making 

takes place (e.g. Armitage, 2008; Hajer & Wagenaar, 2003; Imperial & Yandle, 2005). Applying 

both theories might enable a researcher to frame a study of policy at different scales: from regions 

to broader political processes and to explore how power is interwoven through networks and 

stakeholder groups (Figure 2.5). This research will use an integrated IAD/AC framework to 

separate different parts of the policy and governance process in water reform as way of dealing the 

various scales that the research question explores (i.e., stakeholder committees as part of a broader 

struggle). As such this research will explore whether an integrated IAD/AC framework is a useful 

heuristic for examining policy change at different scales. 

Figure 2.5: The broad conceptual framework that frames this study 
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2.8 Criteria used to assess policy outcomes 

A key part of the IAD framework (and policy in general) is the question about how to 

interpret the outcomes from these forums. As natural resource management is increasingly 

concerned about allocations of a limited resource, fairness might seem one obvious benchmark. 

Indeed, fairness is broadly recognised as a critical component related to public involvement in 

natural resource planning and policy (La Chappelle et al., 2003). 

There are several reasons why fairness is broadly recognised as critical to public 

participation in natural resource planning and policy. First, much of the philosophy about 

participation centres on the idea that democratic governments represent the public and/or govern for 

the common good. Both participatory democracy theory (Fiorino, 1995) and liberal democratic 

theory (Laird, 1993) have been used in this regard to identify fundamental principles for public 

participation. Second, sociologists suggest that concepts of justice, fairness, and equity are central 

to natural resource management and are a ubiquitous part of decision maker‟s day-to-day activities 

in formulating public policy (Daniels & Walker, 1996; Nancarrow & Syme, 2001; Syme & 

Nancarrow, 2001). This is because they are a critical part of planning practice that explores the 

ethics and moral judgements involved in developing process. Third, perceptions of justice in 

decision outcomes and processes increase trust, support for authorities, and acceptance of 

unfavourable outcomes (Lind & Taylor, 1988; Wondolleck & Yaffee, 2000). Finally individuals, 

groups, and organisations use fairness as a critical metric to evaluate their outcomes (Van Dijk & 

Wilkes, 2000; Wilke, 1991). Natural resource managers are therefore increasingly focused on how 

to embed fairness into governance and allocation decisions.  

How do people evaluate fairness of a decision? While the NSW Government uses terms 

such as equitable shares, fairness, and transparency when discussing water reform, there are no 

criteria about what these terms mean. Nancarrow and Syme‟s work on fairness (Nancarrow & 

Syme, 2001; Syme & Nancarrow, 2001) in water deliberations found that uncertain judgements 
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focus on environmental rights, the rights for all sections to have a say, and acceptance of decisions. 

They also show that an actual decision will be an attempt to balance the self-interest of the varying 

sectors of the community with that of the community as a whole. So in river management, different 

and contested conceptions of justice complicate policy decisions and implementation, particularly in 

the context of multiple goals and limited resources (La Chapelle et al., 2003). 

The main schools of thought about social justice theory stem from work by from Bentham, 

Rawls, and Nozick (Tisdell, 2003). To conceptualise these schools of thought and come to terms 

with the complexities of the literature, I have developed a clustering (or framework) of fairness. It 

has two key dimensions. One concerns the distribution of the resource, and the other concerns the 

social interaction that occurs in negotiation. Each dimension has components that generally come to 

the fore at different phases of the decision-making process (see Table 2.6). The resource dimension 

concerns itself with the literature on distributive justice that shows how much a person ends up 

possessing is important. The social dimension concerns itself largely with the literature focused on 

procedural justice showing that people‟s satisfaction with decisions and support for an authority‟s 

action depends on whether they feel they have been treated fairly (Lind & Taylor, 1988). It is 

therefore comparative and social in nature.  

Table 2.6: Components of fairness 

 Before the process During the process The decision  After 

Distribution 

of resource 

Opportunity Voice How resources are 

shared 

 

Social 

interaction 

Commitment/legitimacy Respectful 

Transactions 

Comparison of 

other participants‟ 

allocation  

Trust 

Security 
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2.8.1 The resource (outcomes) components in the literature 

Even before the process of discussion begins, Young (2000) argues that it is important to 

acknowledge and address the lack of opportunity stemming from existing social, cultural, symbolic, 

and institutional conditions. If there is a lack of opportunity, there is no participation. Some theories 

of justice focus on the state being a neutral arbitrator, but if the state does not give a group of people 

the opportunity to participate they may be excluded from any distribution (Schlosberg, 2004). This 

is also true in practice (Lauber & Knuth, 2000). Providing adequate opportunity for participation 

depends, first of all, on determining who should be involved (Stout & Knuth, 1994).  

 The literature suggests that voice during deliberations or proceedings is also an important 

part of fairness (Blader & Tyler, 2003; Thibaut & Walker, 1975). People can view a decision as fair 

if they had a chance to have a voice – even if they had little influence. For example, Nancarrow and 

Syme (2001) concluded that local procedural justice issues are often important and that self-interest 

can be tempered by pro-social motivations such as fairness when it comes to making decisions 

about water allocations.  

Another key consideration in terms of how resources are shared is associated with 

distributive justice. The alternate types of distributive justice are generally agreed to be equity, 

equality, and need (Smith & McDonough, 2001). Equity suggests allocations are proportional to 

deservingness, equality suggests everyone should get an equal part regardless of cost or effort, and 

need requires that the benefits are distributed according to peoples‟ needs. So in some cases fairness 

might be viewed as occurring when each person‟s pay-off is proportional to each person‟s input 

(Walster & Walster, 1975). The problem with equity theory in fairness is that people tend to argue 

about what are counted as inputs (Konow, 2005). This means fairness could be whatever people say 

is fair. This might be problematic. However social components of fairness can overcome this issue.  
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2.8.2 The social components in the literature 

One key component of this literature is legitimacy. Rawls‟ theory of justice (Rawls 1971) 

posits that a social contract should exist in advance of any process and that this would include 

actors agreeing upon who is legitimate before participating. A condition of participation is that 

people view one another as free and equal in a system of cooperation. For a process to be fair, 

participants must think reasonably of those people with whom they are interacting. This theory 

stems, in part, from the idea that a lack of recognition in the first place inflicts damage on that 

sector of the community not recognised and the image of that community to the wider community 

(Schlosberg, 2004). It is also consistent with current empirical research on catchment management 

(see Davidson et al., 2006). 

Another part of the literature is focused on respectful treatment between people during 

discussions (Leach & Sabatier, 2005; Lind & Taylor, 1988). Unfavourable outcomes can be fair as 

long as the actors are treated with courtesy and respect (Skitka & Crosby, 2003). Indeed, a number 

of studies show that people will remain attached to their group and be satisfied with the authority 

figure if they think the authorities have followed fair procedures, even if the decision affects them 

negatively (Skitka & Crosby, 2003). Understanding the needs and expectations of actors, having 

mutual respect, avoiding stereotyping, and building on each participant‟s strengths are important in 

this regard (Selin et al., 2000). This is because interactions communicate important information 

about social worth and value to the actors involved. Thus, while the literature that is centred around 

the resource aspect of procedure suggests the opportunity to speak and influence is important, the 

literature about the social dimension of procedure would suggest it is also important to treat people 

respectfully. 

Another social component focuses on people‟s tendency to make comparisons. Judgements 

about fairness are likely to be biased egocentrically (Wade-Benzoni et al., 1996). In asymmetrical 

dilemmas, participants tend to justify their assessment of fairness by changing the importance of 
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attributes affecting what is fair in order to see themselves as deserving more. Justice in this sense is 

in the eye of the beholder. Konow (2005) found that, in terms of bias, there is self-centred bias 

(where people acknowledge it is unfair but still act out of self-interest) and self-serving bias (which 

involves self-deception). Such egocentric interpretations of fairness hinder resolution because 

people are reluctant to accept what they perceive to be an inequitable settlement (Wade-Benzoni et 

al., 1996). This indicates that while it may not be people‟s desire to be unfair they may have an 

inability to interpret information in an unbiased manner. 

Finally, after a decision has been made trust becomes essential. Members will expect all 

other members to accept and abide by the rules and regulations imposed to promote the greater 

good. According to Bentham‟s theory of justice, a legal framework is important at this stage 

because without law there is no security and without security there can be no property/ownership 

(Tisdell, 2003). From security flows substance, abundance, and equality. Security ensures owners of 

property reap the benefits of their labour (Tisdell, 2003). Although governments could enforce 

compliance and indeed this was Hardin‟s (1968) solution, some authors (e.g., Leach & Sabatier, 

2005; Ostrom, 2005) state that trust is most important. Trust tends to be self-enforcing. As 

individuals learn to trust one another they tend not to engage in selfish behaviour (Ostrom, 2000).  

The framework I have presented is essentially conceptual, not distinctly category-driven, 

because research shows that different elements of fairness interact. For example, fair procedures 

may ameliorate a reaction that would normally occur as a result of a distributively unfair outcome 

(Blader & Tyler, 2003; Lind & Taylor, 1988). Moreover, people may move from one understanding 

of fairness to another as particular motives become more salient during negotiations (Wade-Benzoni 

et al., 1996). In the absence of a definition of fairness by government, the framework allows the 

criteria of fairness to be incorporated into this research without arguing for or against any particular 

theory of fairness (refer to Figure 2.6). It is a useful heuristic for determining how much of the 
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ideals of water reform promoted by politicians were actually only symbolic policy – where the 

words and deeds differed.  

Figure 2.6: The IAD/AC framework with fairness as an evaluative criteria 

 

2.9 Conclusion 

Water allocations in NSW have reached a mature phase of management – they no longer 

correspond to demand and they far exceed sustainable levels required to maintain ecosystem 

services. It has therefore become important for the NSW Government to include stakeholders in 

discussions about changing the way water was managed (Sabatier et al., 2005; Syme & Nancarrow, 

2001).  

Even though there is a substantial amount of empirical and theoretical literature about 

participatory management, most studies on water management have simply involved identifying 
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key factors that make forums functional (i.e., a success). This literature review shows that the 

interactions within the forums are inherently complex as they involve questions about values, 

power, coalitions, and deliberation. One area of research that still appears underdeveloped is an 

investigation of the mechanisms by which the relative roles of government and actors representing 

stakeholder groups are part of a broader network that attempts to influence policy. Key questions 

are issues of fairness in the process, the techniques used by stakeholders to participate, and the 

commitment to empowerment by government (Smith et al., 1997). With stakeholder forums 

becoming an increasingly common policy-making process, it is important we understand more not 

only about the interactions and the structure of the negotiating process, but also about how they are 

part of a broader struggle for influence and power. Who rules, and whose interests pervade in 

particular situations when there are multiple policy windows, are fundamental issues that need to be 

addressed when designing natural resources management governance structures.  
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Chapter 3: The context of the research 

“One of the biggest challenges that I’ve had is understanding the water industry. It’s really hard, really complicated. It’s 

an industry of personalities”                                          NRM facilitator  

3.1 Content 

In their analysis of conflict associated with water reform in the United States, Doremus & 

Tarlock (2008) began by stating that there are four general themes fundamental to understanding all 

natural resources conflicts: historical entrenchment of resource entitlements rights; clash of values 

closely intertwined with natural resource use; pervasive uncertainty over impacts and possible 

solutions; and the problem extending across administrative, political, and other boundaries. This 

chapter gives a similarly-structured context to the present research by outlining the nature of the 

water resource problem, the values of the two key stakeholder groups, the institutional framework 

for water reform, and the roles of the various forums. This contextual background is important for 

understanding how conflicts arise and why they are difficult to resolve (Sick, 2008). It also assists 

in interpreting the behaviour and actions of stakeholder groups and their representative participants 

within each forum.  

Figure 3.1: The focus of Chapter 3 within the IAD/AC framework (shaded) 
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3.2 Water in Australia 

Australia‟s water resources are unique. The continent‟s rainfall is largely unpredictable and 

has high seasonal variability. Thus Australia is truly a land of drought and flooding rain. Many of 

its rivers are temporary, carry low volumes of water, and are typically stochastic in nature 

(Kingsford, 2000).  

Australian governments have traditionally viewed water as an element of production that 

should be harnessed to provide for regional economic development (Kingsford, 2000). Structures 

were built to change many of our rivers from having been highly variable between and within years, 

to providing a guaranteed supply of water. As a result, much of rural Australia has become 

dependent on using the inland river system as a predictable water resource. Rural communities not 

only drink from inland water, they use it to grow crops, provide food and clothing, generate 

electricity, and use it for recreational purposes.  

The Murray-Darling Basin provides a good example of this phenomenon. Located in the 

south-east of Australia, the Murray-Darling Basin covers 1,061,469 sq. km., equivalent to 14 

percent of the country‟s total area (Crabb, 1997). Typically, the extreme variability of flows in the 

Murray-Darling dictates the structure of aquatic communities and ecological processes (Walker, 

Sheldon & Puckridge,1995). Aquatic biodiversity exhibits “boom and bust” cycles coinciding with 

floods and drought. Fish spawn soon after flooding, and regeneration cycles of some tree species 

may occur only at flood frequencies in excess of 50 years or more (Kingsford, 2000). In order to 

control this high level of variability of stream flows, a series of regulatory and storage structures 

were built along the river channel. The Murray-Darling is now the most regulated river system in 

Australia, with numerous dams, reservoirs, weirs, locks, and barrages on the major, and many of the 

minor, rivers (Kingsford, 2000).  
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The diversion water for agriculture has conferred significant economic benefits to 

communities living in the basin. The basin now has 75% of Australia‟s irrigation, and contributes 

about 40 % of the gross value of agricultural production (Crabb, 1997). This development has, 

however, come at a cost. The Murray mouth is experiencing severe drought-like flows in over 60% 

of years compared with 5% of years under natural conditions. The four wetlands of international 

significance in the basin (the Barmah-Millewa Forest, Chowchilla Floodplain, Macquarie Marshes 

and Gwydir Wetlands) have all been reduced in size and have been alienated from the floodplain, 

and the biodiversity and ecological processes associated with them has declined considerably 

(Kingsford, 2000; Gehrke & Harris, 2001). It is also predicted that Adelaide will not have water fit 

for human consumption by 2020 and that by 2050, 40,800 km of the rivers and streams in the basin 

will be impacted by salinity (Commonwealth of Australia, 2000). People with urban, irrigation,  

industrial, environmental and recreational needs are now demanding their share of a limited 

resource (Howard, 2008). Arguments centre on how water should be shared, the science behind 

decisions, and/or the impact of any decision on other needs.  

This example of the Murray is not exceptional. One third of Australia‟s rivers are in 

extremely poor condition, and land and water degradation – excluding weeds and pests – currently 

costs approximately $3.5 billion per year (COAG, 2000b). In November 2000, the Council of 

Australian Governments (COAG, 2000b, p1) stated that “Salinity and deteriorating water quality 

are seriously affected by the sustainability of Australia‟s agricultural production, the conservation 

of biological diversity and the viability of our infrastructure and regional communities”.  

It is clear that many places in Australia are now at the limits of viable water resource use 

and there is much uncertainty over future access to high quality water. Superimposed onto this is 

situation is a long-term decline in farm output prices relative to farm input costs. This decline 

reflects the fact that the prices of farm inputs have been rising faster than the prices received for 

rural commodities (Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry 2005). Achieving a 
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reasonable balance between social, economic, and environmental outcomes of water management is 

therefore perhaps the most complex task facing resource management in Australia in the 21
st
 

Century.  

3.3 NRM communities and values 

„Community‟ has been defined in many different ways from many different disciplinary 

perspectives (Kumar, 2005). A community can be a group of people coming together in physical, 

environmental, economic, relational, political or social ways (Kumar 2005). Maguire and 

Cartwright (2008) suggest that when thinking about changes in access to water resources, the 

different communities include: 

i. Communities of Place. A community can be defined in physical or environmental 

terms as a group of people living in the same area („geographic community‟) (Kelly 

2000). 

ii. Communities of Interest. A community can be defined as a group of people who 

have similar characteristics. In relation to access to water resources, this might be a 

group of irrigators who use the same water source for irrigation. 

iii. Emerging Communities. A „community‟ may emerge (from where there was 

previously no cohesive and organised community) in response to environmental or 

social change. This may include the values of particular indigenous groups or 

environmental groups 

However we may define them, communities are complex and dynamic. It is therefore 

important to look at the relationships and shared histories between those sub-groups, to understand 

how different groups within a community may respond to change. The next section looks at the 

shared history of agriculturalists and environmentalists.   
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3.3.1 The shared history of agriculturalists and environmentalists.   

From the first days of settlement, Australian society has been influenced by access to water. 

Indeed, it was the key reason why Port Jackson rather than Botany Bay became the location for 

settlement. This broader historical context is important for understanding the stakeholder values and 

interests in this research as it demonstrates that it can take a long time for the harmful effects of 

policy to be realised as well as how society‟s values can change. 

Production values were paramount at settlement. Early colonial governments emphasised 

the need to open up and exploit the land, and this paradigm continued up until the late 1800s 

(Carron, 1985; Reeve, 2002). For example the NSW Water Rights Act (1896) concentrated on 

facilitating extraction, legitimised private irrigation initiatives along the Murray and Murrumbidgee, 

and paid very little attention to the environmental impacts of doing so (Farrier, Kelly, Comino & 

Bond, 1998). Settlers saw no difference between owning irrigable land and gaining access to water. 

This historic link between land and water significantly attenuated farmers‟ rights to water, and even 

today it continues to be a substantial institutional obstruction to sustainable development (Bradsen, 

2000). 

Australian agriculturalists had considerable power at the turn of the century, including 

dominating both politics and discourse in Australian society. In terms of politics, farmers and 

graziers gained a disproportionate representation in various Australian parliaments due to 

favourable delineation of electoral boundaries (Marshall, 2001).  

In terms of discourse, life in rural Australia gained legend status. Lawson and Patterson 

wrote classic ballads and poems romanticising rural lifestyles. Australians were also led to believe 

that the nation “rode on the sheep‟s back”, making agriculture something others should be thankful 

for. Part of this discourse about the rural way of life included a call for an absolute right to use the 
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land without any interference (Marshall, 2001), and many Australians were (and some still are) 

content to accept this claim (Mauldon & Schapper, 1974).  

Related to the above were the considerable resources devoted by governments to support 

rural development. The NSW Cabinet created the Department of Agriculture in 1890, with the 

Department of Forestry following about a decade later (Bradsen, 2000). By the 1920s, all states had 

forestry and agricultural agencies (Bradsen, 2000). These new agencies ensured that agricultural 

activity remained weakly regulated. Two examples that demonstrate this are: 

i) by the 1930s erosion had become a major problem in most states. In response, most 

governments passed acts to conserve soil (e.g., the Sand Drift Act 1923 in SA). 

However, efforts to implement these Acts were hampered by the various departments of 

agriculture (Bradsen, 1987); and  

ii) Section 15A of the NSW Soil Conservation Act 1938 gave government considerable 

power to force farmers to prevent erosion such as limit stock numbers, etc. Yet the belief 

that farmers had unquestioned property rights meant that there was limited resolve to 

implement regulatory aspects of the Act. Instead governments relied on bribes, 

subsidies, or concessions to achieve policy outcomes (Bradsen, 2000).  

By the 1960s the dominance of productionist values within Australian society began to 

wane. Wool prices boomed and fertilisers increased cropping yields and the consequent financial 

security meant that arguments over property rights and land degradation all but disappeared as a 

political issue (Bradsen, 2000). At the same time mass media, particularly television and cinema, 

began playing a strong part in shaping Australians‟ attitudes towards the environment (Beckmann, 

1991). Broad public concern over the environment began to grow, focused initially on health issues 

such as pesticides nuclear energy, and air pollution. By the mid 1970s this grassroots environmental 

movement had become strong, more organised, and more vocal (Hutton & Connors, 2000). 
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Society and politics in the 1980s were characterised by the continued rise of pro-

conservation values particularly within urban areas. Conservation groups grew in number, 

membership, and human resources (Smith et al., 1997). With increasing resources and support, 

these groups were able to improve their ability to lobby effectively while still maintaining the 

traditional pressure group tactics that caught the attention of the mass media (Smith et al., 1997). 

The 1980s was also a time when it was becoming apparent that natural resources such as water, soil, 

and timber had reached their peak of exploitation (Fullerton, 2001). The open access regime that 

had developed in the early days of settlement could not continue without one landholder or 

community group depleting the resources of another. This also created conflict over values between 

government departments such as forestry and conservation, and between state and Commonwealth 

governments. 

In 1992 an inter-governmental agreement on the environment was developed in order to 

resolve the ongoing confrontations that were occurring between the states and the Commonwealth 

over environmental issues. Neoliberal policies of user-pays, reduction in government, market 

mechanisms, and free competition also began to dominate both sides of politics. Concepts such as 

public versus private benefit, and certainty of investment, started to dominate the discourse 

reflecting a business-like approach to resource management (Marshall, 2001). The issue of 

individual rights became critical to the production versus conservation debate because, under a 

neoliberal ideology, individual rights are the basis for determining, and/or are used as an argument 

for, compensation and access. Thus different stakeholders started claiming various cultural, 

historical, social, and local rights and obligations to justify control over natural resources, for 

example, water rights or alpine cattle grazing (Dovers, 2000).  

Today, state and national political priorities are dominated by the concerns of city dwellers. 

The high political attention given to urban concerns is a natural consequence of the ever-shrinking 

proportion of the population that resides in rural areas. Associated with this demographic change is 
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the falling importance of agriculture within the Australian economy. In the 1960s agriculture 

contributed around 30% to the national gross domestic product, whereas it now generally 

contributes around three percent (Frost & Burnside, 2001). Earlier cultural attitudes about farming 

being a morally superior occupation are also declining, and people are more concerned about 

environmental damage. However, the historical context creates strong expectations within regional 

communities that the status quo should be maintained. In response, many farmers feel threatened by 

what they regard as ill-informed and unreasonable demands for them to bear the cost of protecting 

the environment – especially in NSW where native vegetation reform and water allocations have 

been high on the political agenda in the recent past.  

Although farmers and conservationists are connected by a common heritage of the bush and 

the outback, and have a partnership involving the provision of food and services, the two groups are 

quite distinct. They are separated geographically (productionist values dominate west of the Great 

Dividing Range), temporally (conservation values are more common in younger people), politically 

(productionist values are associated with the conservative right) and economically (productionist 

values are associated with those who live off the land). These separations mean that farmers are 

typecast as backward, red-necked conservatives who cannot appreciate finer values, while city 

people are typecast as tree hugging greenies with a poor work ethic (Lockie & Bourke, 2001). Yet 

the connections mean the reality is more complex than that, and the Landcare movement shows 

what happens when these connections work together to influence government. 

3.4 Water reform 

There are three broader societal themes that underlie the way the Commonwealth and the 

state governments have attempted to reform water management in Australia – sustainable 

development, neoliberalism, and governance (Davidson et al., 2006). Water reform has been 

particularly driven by neoliberal ideologies rather than sustainability (Dovers, 2001a). In this 

context participatory governance reduces the role of authorities in exercising power (and having 
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responsibility) over civil society. This section contextualises the overall water reform process that 

led to the process in NSW being devised and implemented. In each state and territory, water 

resource management sits in a contextual framework of a national/Commonwealth agenda.  

3.4.1 The Commonwealth 

Under the Australian constitution it is the states, not the Commonwealth, that have 

responsibility for natural resource management. In order to reduce the number of disputes between 

the Commonwealth and the states, a meeting of the heads of government of the Commonwealth, 

states, and territories of Australia, and representatives of local government in Australia, agreed to 

develop and finalise an inter-governmental agreement on the environment in 1992. The aim of this 

agreement was to provide a mechanism that would facilitate a cooperative national approach to the 

environment. When completed, there were two key outcomes that would affect water resource 

management. First the agreement recognised that the concept of ecologically sustainable 

development, including proper resource accounting, provides potential for the integration of 

environmental and economic considerations in decision making. Second, it recognised that 

cooperative arrangements to achieve sustainable land use and conservation are essential 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 2000). 

The process for ensuring ongoing cooperation is through Council of Australian 

Governments. It comprises the Prime Minister, state premiers, territory chief ministers and the 

president of the Australian Local Government Association. The role of COAG is not focused solely 

on the environment. Its role is to initiate, develop, and monitor the implementation of any policy 

reform that is of national significance and requires cooperative action by Australian governments. 

This includes an inter-governmental agreement to promote enhanced competition in Australia, 

otherwise known as National Competition Policy (NCP). Reforms that governments have 

undertaken through COAG and under NCP include electricity, gas, and road and rail transport. The 

drive for water reform is also set within this wider policy context of NCP (Gardner, 1999).  
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COAG‟s water reform goal is to increase the net social benefit from water use. The reform 

package requires that governments recognise water for environmental purposes, separate land and 

water rights, vest water rights with individual users, and allow markets/trade to resolve water use 

conflicts in the sector (Goesch & Beare, 2004). The COAG agreement obliges the Commonwealth 

to pay between $350 – $800 million to the states and territories when they achieve satisfactory 

progress on these NCP obligations because there are significant national savings (National 

Competition Council, 2003). Indeed, total NCP payments to the states for the period 2001/02 to 

2005/06 amounted to $3.8 billion (Smith, 2002). Therefore NSW is not only obliged to implement 

water reform because it is a partner in NCP, but there is also a significant financial incentive for 

doing so (Gardner, 1999).  

Although not directly related to the water reform process, the Commonwealth made over 

$2.6 billion available to the states for environmental restoration around this time (COAG, 2000b). 

Initially this was part of the $700 million National Action Plan for Salinity and Water Quality 

(NAP) released by the Prime Minister in October 2000. Matched on a dollar-for-dollar basis by the 

states, it committed $1.4 billion over seven years to implement a national action plan on salinity and 

water quality. Bilateral agreements, essentially business plans designed to attract investment in each 

catchment, were to be created under this process. These agreements required the establishment of 

targets and standards for water quality and salinity (COAG, 2000b). However, in 2001 the $1.25 

billion Natural Heritage Trust (NHT) also became guided by comprehensive and integrated regional 

strategies (Environment Australia & Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries Australia, 2002). Each state 

or territory had to create a number of regional bodies that would manage and protect the local 

natural resources through a single natural resource management (catchment) plan. So, although not 

directly related to the water reform process, the Commonwealth had also provided state 

governments with significant financial incentives to change how they administered catchment 

management and landcare funding. The presence of these regional boards was designed to provide 
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the Commonwealth with a nationally consistent entry point for interacting with regions and their 

stakeholder groups, as well as a potential coordination and delivery vehicle for other NRM 

programs (Robins and Dovers, 2007). This resulted in the NSW government restructuring natural 

resource management, and do so with a sense of urgency in order to complete these reforms in time 

for Commonwealth deadlines for NCP payments.  

Under both programs there is an obligation for the states to undertake comprehensive 

participatory processes. The bilateral agreements dictated that investment was to be facilitated 

through 57 community-based regional bodies (variously called catchment authorities or councils) 

across Australia, while the National Water Initiative (NWI) requires that, because there is a trade-

off between competing outcomes for water systems, planning and policy must include some form of 

community participation. 

3.4.2 The NSW State Government 

The administrative framework for natural resource management in NSW has evolved over 

the last 30 years. In 1987, total catchment management (TCM) was endorsed as NSW government 

policy with bipartisan support. The Catchment Management Act (1989) defines TCM as: 

“Coordinated and sustainable use and management of land water, vegetation and other natural 

resources on a water catchment basis so as to balance resource utilisation and conservation” 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 2000). The Act was an attempt to replace the former single-issue, 

single-agency approach with a coordinated, stakeholder-based (see Section 3.5.7) method of natural 

resource management.  

The Catchment Management Act (1989) created 43 catchment management committees and 

several catchment management trusts throughout NSW (Commonwealth of Australia, 2000). The 

committees‟ purpose was to coordinate government programs, encourage community participation, 

and promote sustainable natural resource use (Commonwealth of Australia, 2000). In 1996, a 
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critical review suggested catchment management committees were essentially advisory with no real 

powers (AACM International, 1996). There was also some strain on the institutions resourcing the 

45 catchment management committees, 22 water management committees, 15 regional vegetation 

committees, and 70 floodplain and coast/estuarine committees in the state (NSW Department of 

Land and Water Conservation, 2000a). The Minister for Natural Resources subsequently replaced 

the 43 catchment management committees and five regional catchment management trusts with 18 

catchment management boards in 2000 (Figure 3.2). The new boards were more focused than the 

committees and had their roles more clearly delineated. Each board‟s primary role was to identify 

major natural resource issues, and to identify management options and funding priorities. As such 

the Minister gave these new boards five specific tasks. The first three of these tasks centred on 

developing a draft catchment management plan (essentially a business plan for NAP and NHT) 

within twelve months of commencing work. The other two tasks, namely community education and 

consultation, and strategic investment advice, were ongoing (NSW Department of Land and Water 

Conservation 2000a). These boards are responsible for managing natural resources at catchment 

scale and are the primary delivery vehicle for NRM programs (Robins and Dovers 2007). 

 

Figure 3.2: Catchment Management Board Areas in New South Wales 
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The Minister for Natural Resources was responsible for appointing board members, who 

were meant to consist of a “balanced” number of stakeholders (Catchment Management Act 1989). 

Stakeholders are generally assumed by the NSW government to be individuals, groups, and 

agencies with a perceived interest in, or impact on, the particular resource. This means that each 

board had between 13 and 22 members who in the Minister‟s opinion were capable of representing 

the interests of nature conservation, industry, landholders, local government, indigenous people, or 

state agencies interests (Catchment Management Act, 1989). However, each board had to have a 

majority of landholders or land users within the catchment under the legislation.  

Around this time, the NSW Government also enacted the Water Management Act (2000). As 

mentioned previously, the catalyst was the national water reform process and the State had both an 

obligation and incentive to undertake water reform (National Competition Council, 2003). The 

Water Management Act (2000) recognised that water was required for environmental health, and 

clarified and strengthened water rights (National Competition Council, 2003). It also used a 

community–government “partnership” to establish a comprehensive planning framework (NSW 

Department of Land and Water Conservation, 2002a). 

Under the Water Management Act (2000), the Minister for Land and Water Conservation 

can establish a water management committee to carry out specific tasks in relation to an aspect of 

water management in designated water management areas.  When the legislation was enacted, the 

Minister created a number of committees within each catchment management board area in 

response to community interest, a state-wide stressed rivers classification process, and the location 

of major systems that were identified as being at risk from over-extraction or contamination (NSW 

Department of Land and Water Conservation, 2000b). There could be several such committees 

operating with the one catchment management board area. However, there were three general types 

(based on the type of water resource): regulated river committees, groundwater management 

committees and unregulated river committees (see section 3.5 for definitions). These were part of an 
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overall hierarchy of participation and a means of providing advice to departments and ministers (see 

Figure 3.2). Indeed the Minister immediately established 30 committees to prepare water-sharing 

plans for 39 priority water sources (7 regulated, 21 unregulated, and 11 groundwater) when the Act 

became law. Thus in any one catchment under a catchment management board‟s purview, there 

could be several water committees working on developing a specific natural resource plan for 

different designated water management areas. Each committee was required to develop 

management plans for its respective water resource that included specifying how to share the water 

between consumptive users, the environment, and other needs. These committees therefore replaced 

the previous decision-making process on water management, which was previously the exclusive 

preserve of government agencies (NSW Department of Land and Water Conservation, 2000b). 

However, each water-sharing plan had to be consistent with other policies, such as the State 

Groundwater Policy or the State Water Outcomes Management Plan, that were also being 

formulated at the time (Figure 3.3). 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.3: The institutional hierarchy for the NSW water reform process 
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The water management plans, when drafted, set out provisions for water-sharing for priority 

and/or high conservation value water sources (NSW Department of Land and Water Conservation, 

2000b). Thus the plan was the instrument under the Water Management Act (2000) that provided 

water for the environment and security for supply to landholders, through a statutory planning 

process (water management committees) involving the community. Once gazetted, these plans 

became statutory and had legal effect for ten years (Department of Land and Water Conservation, 

2002b).  

Like the catchment boards, each water committee was generally chaired by an independent 

person from the local area and had about 16 members who represented a range of interests from 

both a local and regional level. The Minister appointed participants to the committees so that a 

range of stakeholders was involved including water users, people with environmental interests, 

indigenous people, local government, and natural resource management agencies. There was also at 

least one member of the relevant catchment board on each water committee. Membership of all 

water management committees was governed by the Water Management Act (2000) and was said to 

ensure a fair and balanced representation of all interest groups as well as government (Chapter 1, 

Table 1.1). 

Each water plan set out rules for the distribution of water, how to determine the amount of 

available water, and how to determine applications for access licences. It also set mandatory 

conditions on licences and transfer rights under each access licence (Table 3.1). In determining the 

priorities between protection of the water source and its dependent ecosystems and extraction rights, 

priority had to be given to the protection of the water source and its dependent ecosystems (Water 

Management Act, 2000). Moreover, the water committees had to consider cumulative impacts and 

comply with the State Water Management Outcomes Plan (when it was developed), so on the face 

of it there was clear priority given to the environmental needs of inland river systems. 
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The NSW Cabinet set an original goal to return to the environment up to 10% of the water 

extracted from the water reform planning process. Around that time Peter Cullen, Director of the 

Cooperative Research Centre for Freshwater Ecology, recommended that as an interim and initial 

measure 20% of the long term average annual diversions be required to halt degradation (Millar, 

2004).  

Table 3.1: Contextual summary of the roles, make-up, and responsibilities of the various regional 

committees 

Forum Catchment 

Board 

Unregulated 

Rivers 

Groundwater Regulated Rivers 

Key 

actors 

Environmental 

representatives, 

landholders, and 

government 

representatives 

Environmental 

representatives, 

water users 

(irrigators and 

stock and 

domestic), and 

government 

representatives 

Environmental 

representatives, 

pumpers (irrigators 

and stock and 

domestic), 

landholders, and 

government 

representatives 

Environmental 

representatives, water 

users (small-scale 

irrigators and stock and 

domestic), and 

government 

representatives 

Existing 

since 

1998 1998 1998 1998 

Key issue Overall natural 

resource 

management 

Flows in non-

dammed river 

systems 

Extraction by 

various users 

affecting aquifer 

and shallow 

groundwater levels 

Flows in dammed river 

systems 

Type of 

plan 

Incentive based Statutory Statutory Statutory 

Method Develop a 

blueprint with 

limited but 

specific natural 

resource 

management 

targets 

Create cease-to-

pump rules for 

different users
5
 

Maintain a 

particular level at 

ecologically 

sustainable yield
5
 

Limit volume used by 

restricting allocation to 

water uses 

3.5 The focus area 

3.5.1 The Murrumbidgee catchment 

Covering 84,000 square kilometres, the Murrumbidgee catchment is home to over 520,000 

people and this population is growing at around 1.5% per annum (Murrumbidgee Catchment 

                                                 
5 These terms are defined within their specific context in sections 3.5.4 and 3.5.5  
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Management Board, 2003). The catchment is bounded on the east by the Great Dividing Range, and 

lies between the Lachlan catchment to the north and the Murray catchment to the south.  

The largest employer in the catchment is the agriculture sector. Indeed the region one of the 

most productive farming regions in Australia. It contains the nation‟s capital, Canberra, and 

Australia‟s largest inland town, Wagga Wagga. Other major centres include Cooma, Yass, 

Gundagai, Leeton, Griffith, Hay, and Balranald (Murrumbidgee Catchment Management Board, 

2003). The dominance of the agriculture sector may explain why both the State and Federal seat in 

the region are currently safe Nationals seats. Indeed the state member is the opposition 

spokesperson for natural resources and has been so for some time.  

The river itself stretches for 1,600 kilometres and has an average annual flow of around 4.4 

million megalitres. Major tributaries include the Tumut River, Yass River, Jugiong Creek, Tarcutta 

Creek, Goodradigbee Creek, and Old Man Creek (Murrumbidgee Catchment Management Board, 

2003). Waterways in the Murrumbidgee have undergone considerable modification through the 

damming and regulation of the river and its tributaries (Murrumbidgee Catchment Management 

Board, 2003). There are now 14 dams, eight large weirs, and more than 10,000 kilometres of 

irrigation channels (Bowmer, 2003). River flows are regulated by two major dams: Burrinjuck Dam 

on the Murrumbidgee River which is capable of storing 1,026,000 megalitres, and Blowering Dam 

on the Tumut River which is capable of storing 1,628,000 megalitres. The Snowy Mountains 

Scheme‟s dams also store water and provide flows into the Murrumbidgee system via Blowering 

Dam and the Tumut River. Further downstream, weirs have been built at Berembed, Yanco, 

Gogeldrie, Hay, Maude, Redbank, and Balranald (Bowmer, 2003). 

Today almost half of the Murrumbidgee‟s average annual flow that goes past Wagga Wagga 

(4,470,000 megalitres) is diverted for irrigation, towns, and industry, with irrigation accounting for 

98 % of the water drawn from the river. The Coleambally and Murrumbidgee irrigation areas 
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account for three-quarters of this irrigation water. In sum, it is the third largest river the Murray– 

Darling Basin and the most intensively developed for irrigation.  

As a result of this infrastructure and diversion, the Murrumbidgee River and the associated 

wetland and floodplains have changed significantly from their natural state. The regulation of the 

river means that the natural flow patterns have been inverted: While the river naturally ran highest 

during winter, water is now stored in the dams for release during summer, primarily for irrigation. 

These changes have had major effects on native fish, wetlands, wildlife, and vegetation. The 

environmental condition of 38% of the length of the Murrumbidgee River has been significantly 

impaired, with 61 % of that modified and an additional 37 % substantially modified (Aquilina, 

2002). The aquatic communities in all natural creeks, rivers, lagoons, billabongs, and lakes 

associated with the regulated portion of the river have been declared an endangered ecological 

community under the Fisheries Management Act (1994).  

3.5.2 The Murrumbidgee Catchment Management Board 

The Murrumbidgee Catchment Management Board‟s membership includes 18 people who 

represent primary producers; Indigenous groups; nature conservation interests; and representatives 

from the ACT government, NSW government, and local government. The boards are the regional 

bodies in NSW that are responsible for overseeing the efficient and effective use of NAP and NHT 

funds (Murray Darling Basin Commission, 2000). 

All NSW catchment boards were required to produce a ten year integrated catchment 

management plan called a blueprint that outlined where NAP and NHT resources should be 

directed. The blueprints, while being advisory in nature, had to be consistent with state-wide 

policies and actions, and were to have a direct influence on the setting of regulations governing the 

use of natural resources (Murray Darling Basin Commission, 2000).  
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The blueprint had to be written in a format outlined by the NSW government. This included 

first-order objectives that were statements about the community‟s values and desired state and 

functioning of the area‟s natural resources, catchment targets that indicated what was needed to be 

achieved across the landscape to meet the first-order objectives, and management targets that 

specified what had to be done to achieve the catchment targets. Management targets could only be 

included if they were specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time bound (SMART). The 

actions that addressed the targets became the preferred investment priorities for grant funding, on-

ground works, NHT and NAP funding and agency programs (Murray Darling Basin Commission, 

2000). 

Thus the blueprints set out a strategic framework for implementing changes to address the 

management of the key factors controlling the well-being of the entire catchment. The major natural 

resource issues identified in the Murrumbidgee Catchment blueprint were water quality and flow, 

salinity, soil health, biodiversity, and the social/cultural environment. It was first drafted in 

March/April 2002 and became endorsed by the NSW Government in 2003. 

3.5.3 Murrumbidgee Regulated River Management Committee 

The term regulation means that the declared water management area is restricted to 

managing water that is controlled or regulated by releases made from major dams to meet the needs 

of licensed users. The regulated portion of the Murrumbidgee therefore extends from Burrinjuck 

Dam to Balranald and includes the Tumut River from Blowering Dam and the Yanco–Colombo–

Billabong Creek system. On these rivers, a water licence sets the maximum volume of water that 

can be extracted in any year. The water available each year is expressed as a percentage of the 

licensed volumes. 

The Murrumbidgee Regulated River Management Committee included representatives of 

water user groups, Murrumbidgee Catchment Management Board, environmental interest groups, 
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local government, Indigenous groups and state government agencies (Bowmer, 2003). Other groups 

concerned with land use in the region such as Murrumbidgee Irrigation, Coleambally Irrigation 

Cooperative, Riverina Regional Organisation of Councils, the Riverina East Regional Organisation 

of Councils, and the Upper Murrumbidgee Catchment Coordinating Committee were also 

represented. The Committee was originally charged with developing a Murrumbidgee River 

management plan that was to form the basis of future water resource management in the regulated 

portion of the river. When completed, the plan was to become a statutory plan under the Water 

Management Act (2000) and be in effect for ten years. 

Before the management plan could be completed, the Committee was given a narrower task 

of focusing only on a water-sharing plan (Bowmer, 2003). Its focus was on identifying the 

requirements for water available for extraction under access licences and setting rules that 

determined how water was shared between all users (Aquilina, 2002). Part of the plan involved the 

development of environmental flow rules, which attempted to mimic the natural variability of river 

flows as well as restore some seasonal flooding to low-lying wetlands (Bowmer, 2003). When put 

on display the plan represented a majority view because a number of the Committee members had 

submitted eight dissenting reports. Moreover, a review of the plan‟s compliance with NSW 

Government policy suggested that there were some key areas of the plan that warranted further 

consideration (Aquilina, 2002).  

3.5.4 Murrumbidgee Unregulated Rivers Management Committee  

As part of the NSW government‟s water reforms, the Murrumbidgee Unregulated Rivers 

Management Committee was appointed by the Minister to develop water management plans for 

those rivers and streams that are not regulated by major dams within the Murrumbidgee catchment 

(i.e., multiple water management areas and thus it is a Rivers committee). The term unregulated 

rivers refers to all the other rivers in the state, including those where the flows are controlled by 

dams or weirs that have been constructed by urban water suppliers or private users. In the 
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Murrumbidgee catchment there are 28 unregulated rivers, each needing a plan (NSW Department of 

Land and Water Conservation, 2002b). Water allocations are managed differently in unregulated 

rivers, and volumes are not currently specified on irrigation licences, but conditions on the timing of 

pumping often are.  

This Committee included people who represented irrigators, stock and domestic users, 

environmental interests, Indigenous communities, the Murrumbidgee Catchment Management 

Board, local councils, and government agencies (i.e., Department of Land and Water Conservation, 

National Parks and Wildlife Service, Environment Protection Authority, NSW Agriculture and 

NSW Fisheries). Like the Regulated River Committee, the NSW Government asked this Committee 

to change focus and concentrate only on creating water-sharing plans for two unregulated 

waterways: Adelong Creek and Tarcutta Creek (NSW Department of Land and Water 

Conservation, 2002b).  

Adelong Creek is about 68 kilometres in length and joins the Murrumbidgee River 

downstream from Gundagai. The catchment is long and narrow, and the creek can be regarded as 

perennial. There are 53 water access licences for this water source including 17 for irrigation, one 

for town water supply, one for recreation, one for mining, one for farming and 21 for stock and 

domestic purposes. 

Tarcutta Creek is about 70 kilometres in length. It joins Keajura Creek near Tarcutta, near 

the Hume Highway, and then subsequently flows into the Murrumbidgee near Borambola. The 

catchment area, which is about 1,733 sq km, contains two main valleys: Tarcutta Creek and a major 

tributary Umbango Creek. There were 73 water access licences including 24 for irrigation, one for 

town water supply, one for power generation, and 28 inactive licences. 
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3.5.5 The Murrumbidgee Groundwater Management Committee 

The Murrumbidgee Groundwater Management Committee was formed to oversee the 

development and implementation of water-sharing plans for the aquifers of the upper, mid, and 

lower Murrumbidgee catchments. A plan for the lower Murrumbidgee Groundwater Sources, which 

was identified as a high risk system because of over-allocation of water, local draw-down, and 

invasion by saline water, was the first priority (NSW Department of Sustainability and Natural 

Resources, 2003). The upper and mid Murrumbidgee Groundwater Management Plans were to be 

developed later. The lower Murrumbidgee water sources are located between Narrandera and 

Balranald, cover an area of over 33,000 sq km, and comprise of two groundwater sources (including 

the Shepparton, Calivil, and Renmark aquifers) (NSW Department of Sustainability and Natural 

Resources, 2003). 

To protect the integrity of these groundwater sources, and to supply existing water users, 

entitlements had to be reduced to a sustainable yield. Groundwater development in this area began 

in the late 1960s, and now the towns of Coleambally, Darlington Point, and Carrathool, as well as 

about 400 holders of bore licences, extract groundwater from this source (NSW Department of 

Sustainability and Natural Resources, 2003). Entitlements had increased to 533 000 ML by 2001 

which is generally agreed to be about 150% above sustainable yield. The plan proposed a formula 

for entitlement reductions that took into account water users‟ past consumption, or “history of 

extraction”. An amended plan for the lower Murrumbidgee Groundwater Sources was eventually 

enacted on 1 October 2006. 

3.5.6 The links between the different forums 

NSW Government policy was, and still is, to implement natural resource management 

through the coordinated management of land, water, vegetation, and other natural resources on a 

water catchment basis in order to balance resource utilisation and conservation (TCM Act, 1989). 

The catchment blueprint was the primary mechanism for all natural resource planning. It set the 
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overarching natural resource priorities for the catchment as a whole (NSW Department of Land and 

Water Conservation, 2002a). The regional water plans needed to have regard for any relevant 

catchment blueprint, for address targets in the blueprint, and demonstrate how their plan would 

contribute to meeting those targets (NSW Department of Land and Water Conservation, 2002a) 

There is considerable evidence that the integration between water committees was limited at 

best, and that policy and process were evolving. For example, water management committees were 

given three different directives about their relationship with the catchment boards during the 

process. Additionally every water committee‟s aim changed during the process from developing a 

comprehensive water management plan, to focusing only on water sharing. The continual change in 

direction was recognised at a state-wide meeting between the chairs of water committees and 

catchment boards. They urged the government to improve integration between the various 

committees with the boards (State Conference of Chairs, 1999).  

There were also several key policy documents such as the NSW Groundwater Policy, NSW 

Wetlands Policy, and State Water Management Outcomes Plan that were still in development as 

these regional processes were occurring. Opportunities to achieve cooperation, such as prioritising 

plans and works in a region based on previous work identifying stressed rivers, also did not occur. 

Hamstead, Baldwin &O‟Keefe‟s (2008) study of water planning found that governments, 

particularly the NSW Government are still coming to terms with the integration of water allocations 

planning and regional resource planning. Linkages between state-wide policy development, NRM 

plans, and the determination of water allocations appear to be somewhat tenuous, reactive, and ad 

hoc. 

3.5.7 How people get to represent stakeholder interests on these forums 

The literature suggests that determining who should be represented in any participatory 

process is best done on a case-by-case basis. Ways to select participants include a random sample 
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from the group, selection by government, group selection, or self-appointment (Catt & Murphy, 

2003). However, problems are likely to arise if there is a failure to identify the nature and purpose 

of the consultation with these different groups, the reason why they should be included, and the best 

means for selecting their representatives (Catt & Murphy, 2003).  

In the NSW water reform process, the Minister ultimately appointed people to both the 

boards and the committees. Appointments were initiated by a general call for nominations, and then 

the peak environmental and agricultural groups made recommendations that were highly regarded. 

Superimposed onto this was the NSW Department of Land and Water Conservation‟s involvement 

which meant regional directors contacted specific people and asking them to participate. These 

regional directors also had a say in the final recommendation that went to the Minister.  

Rather than being based on any strong analytical or theoretical basis, the design elements of 

the selection process seem to have been grafted from a number key influences on the government at 

the time. First, it is difficult to imagine that public consultation would have no place for the peak 

NRM interest groups given the Australian political system (Catt & Murphy, 2003). This is 

particularly true for the NSW Labor Government given that it espouses philosophical goals of social 

justice and was first elected to government in the early 1990s with a strong green agenda.  

Second, the NSW Government had some obligation to implement a representative process. 

Water had become a national issue by 1991. A cyanobacterial bloom along 1000 km of the Darling 

River created headlines in newspapers and focused the attention of the Australian public on water 

quality (NSW Blue Green Algae Task Force, 1992). It also became increasingly clear that 

diversions for irrigation began to approach or exceed the capacity of many of the inland river 

systems (Quiggin, 2006). Broader community concern prompted a political response that saw water 

issues become less marginalised and more politically focused (Martin, Tarr & Lockie, 1992). So, in 
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1994 when COAG agreed to water reform, the agreement also specifically stated that consultation 

had to be an integral part of decision making, and that stakeholder involvement must occur. 

Third, there were many examples of this type of representative governance being effective. 

These include those overseas such as the Quebec Government‟s Commission into the development 

and impact of a sovereign Quebec. As well as those examples in Australia such as the Howard 

government‟s consultation on defence policy that gathered input from the general public as well as 

key industry leaders (Catt & Murphy, 2003).  

Fourth, the NSW Government had been using a similar structure in the catchment 

management committees since 1987. It had also used the process when setting management 

directions for the major wetlands in the state such as the Macquarie Marshes. So, to some degree 

the process of representative consultation was a form of incrementalism in that it was familiar to 

both the bureaucrats and the government. Indeed these types of forums have been enthusiastically 

endorsed since the success of the Decade of Landcare initiative (Wallington & Lawrence, 2008). 

Finally, the nature of the selection process meant it was given political support by the key 

stakeholder groups. The NSW Farmers Association believed it would be more successful in 

exerting influence if decisions were devolved down to a regional level (Halpin, 2002). For the NSW 

Conservation Council, which often saw itself as excluded from policy development when economic 

issues were being discussed, it was an opportunity to have increased influence at a local level
6
. Thus 

the major stakeholders were enthusiastic about the process.  

The above process suggests that considerations of fairness were less important than 

institutional inertia (i.e., doing what was familiar). Indeed, several authors (e.g. Lane & Morrison, 

2006; Smith et al., 1997) question this particular approach in terms of fairness. Dilemmas arise for 

the institution over who represents individual, community, or public interests, who is accountable, 

                                                 
6 Statement obtained during an interview with the CEO of the Council 
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and what constitutes an acceptable decision. Communities of place might be relatively easy to 

identify within predetermined political and administrative boundaries but communities of interest 

are far more diffuse and difficult to define (Harrington et al., 2008). Even when there is a 

combination of procedures that includes representative processes, other groups do not have the 

same power because they cannot secure information or access key decision-makers. Specifically, in 

terms of the fairness criteria outlined in Chapter 2, the water reform process is inconsistent with 

both Young‟s (2000) theory, which states that it is important to address the lack of opportunity, as 

well as the part of Rawl‟s (1971) theory of justice that focuses on the perceived legitimacy amongst 

members. Thus the exclusive nature of the selection process could, to some degree, be said to have 

already precluded any fair outcome.  

3.6 Conclusion 

This Chapter provided a background to the NSW water reform process. It began by 

outlining the historical entrenchment of water entitlement rights by agricultural groups which have 

increasingly come in conflict with wider, and more environmental values of society. It also showed 

that there is pervasive uncertainty over the ability of the environment to sustain current extraction 

rates by agriculturalists.  

In order to address this issue the NSW Government responded by undertaking considerable 

natural resource management reform. Two key components were, and continue to be, its 

involvement in the national COAG water reform process and the NHT/NAP program. This 

involvement led to the creation of regional governance committees that were essentially regional 

representative forums where participants were asked to resolve or address specific natural resource 

management problems. In the context of this research, it includes the Murrumbidgee Catchment 

Management Board who had to produce a ten year integrated catchment management plan for 

NHT/NAP investment, the Murrumbidgee Unregulated Rivers Committee who had to develop 

water-sharing plans for Tarcutta and Adelong creeks, the Murrumbidgee Regulated River 
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Committee who had to develop a water-sharing plan of the river downstream of Burrinjuck Dam, 

and the Murrumbidgee Groundwater Committee who address the issue of  a 48% over allocation in 

that aquifer.  

These committees are essentially forums where two key stakeholder groups 

(environmentalists and agriculturalists) with a long history of conflict in broader Australian society, 

could discuss points of view about water management at a regional scale. The regional process in 

this context is only part of a broader struggle to influence environmental policy by these groups.  
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Chapter 4: Methodology 

“As irrigators lead water where they want, as archers make their arrows straight, as carpenters carve wood, the wise 

shape their search for truth”.                     Buddha 

4.1 Introduction 

Interest in representative democracy began from my experiences as a participant in various 

NRM committees in the nearby Murray region of NSW. The research aim arose from contrasting 

the government rhetoric that suggests these processes create fair and transparent decisions with the 

theory that suggest their design only gives voice to some representative elites. This spurred my 

interest in exploring how these stakeholder committees are part of a broader struggle to influence 

environmental policy by advocacy groups and how the actors who represent those advocacy groups 

seek to obtain prominence within the debate. 

All researchers are faced with a decision about how to best collect the data to address the 

questions being raised. The literature review (Chapter 3) identified that there has been a substantial 

number of studies that focus on what makes participatory processes successful. Such research is 

useful, but a broader perspective might offer new insights. It was hypothesised that stakeholder 

forums are only part of a subtle and complex interaction of power, negotiation, and alliance-

building in policy formulation. 

Any attempt at looking at a broader perspective is challenged by complexity. The increased 

number of variables can make analysis and interpretation difficult. In this research, I limited other 

contextual variables by focusing on i) forums dealing with water reform, ii) forums operating within 

the one geographical area (the Murrumbidgee), and iii) the actions of only two key stakeholder 

groups. This chapter outlines how the research was conducted. 
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4.2 Research theory 

Two research paradigms dominate the methodological literature: quantitative and qualitative 

inquiry (Table 4.1). The differences between these two paradigms often lie in the way that the 

research issue is conceived, how the data are collected and analysed, and how the findings are 

reported. Quantitative methodology (also called traditionalist, positivist, or experimental) is based 

on testing variables, measuring them with numbers, and analysing the data statistically in order to 

determine whether predictive generalisations hold true (Bouma, 2000; Creswell, 1994).  

Qualitative research has a different goal. It answers the question „what is going on here?‟ 

(Bouma, 2000). Qualitative approaches are used to gain insight into people‟s personal and social 

experiences (de Vaus, 1995). They build a complex holistic picture formed with words reporting on 

views (Creswell, 1994). The aim of qualitative research is often to describe in detail what is 

happening in a group, in a community, or in a conversation. Qualitative social research is therefore 

useful in exploring the concepts and meaning between different sectors of society (Kvale, 1996). As 

my research question focused on exploring how stakeholder committees are part of a broader 

struggle to influence environmental policy by advocacy groups and how the participants who 

represent these advocacy groups seek to obtain prominence within the debate, a qualitative 

approach was used.  

Table 4.1: Comparison of the two research paradigms (Sarantakos, 2004) 

Issue Quantitative paradigm Qualitative paradigm 

The nature of reality Objective, singular, apart 

from the researcher 

Subjective and multiple as seen by the 

participants 

The relationship of 

the researched to the 

researcher 

Researcher independent from 

that being researched 

Researcher interacts with the research 

The role of values Value-free and unbiased Value-laden and biased 

The language of 

research 

Formal with definitions Informal with evolving decisions 

The process of 

research 

Deductive analysis, static 

design, context free, scientific 

Emerging design, context bound 

patterns developed for understanding, 

accurate only through verification 
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Competing theories of knowledge (epistemology) are also associated with different accounts 

of what can be known (ontologies) and thus different means of acquiring information 

(methodologies).  

As this research focuses on different people‟s values, interests, and perspectives, a 

phenomenological perspective was taken (Table 4.2). Phenomenology is defined as the interpretive 

study of human experience in which phenomena are examined and clarified through the human 

situations, events and experiences (von Eckartsberg, 1998). Phenomenology is generally seen a 

viable alternative to the traditional natural scientific approach in psychological research 

(Groenewald 2004).  

In terms of other possible approaches, a traditional scientific oe experimental approach was 

not possible because the committees were dealing with „real world‟practical issues and so 

theoretical „experiments‟ could not be constructed. Participant observation was also not possible 

because the thesis question required monitoring too many different arenas. Moreover many of these 

arenas were in the final stages of, or had completed, deliberations.  

Phenomenology suggests the external world is reduced to the contents of personal 

consciousness. Realities are thus treated as pure „phenomena‟. It is a perspective that focuses on the 

structure and essence of the experience of the phenomenon for the people involved (Patton, 1990). 

A phenomenological perspective  is best suited to research that describes what people believe is 

occurring and how they interpret events. This is consistent with this thesis‟ research questions 

which focus on participants‟ struggle for influence. 
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Table 4.2: Comparison of the sociological perspectives in methodology 

Theoretical 

Perspective 

Orientation 

Phenomenologi

cal 

As features of the world are never apprehended directly, the researcher can 

only describe the issue in terms of each individual‟s view 

Heuristic As features of the world are never apprehended directly, researchers can only 

describe issues in terms of their own experience 

Symbolic 

Interactionist 

People create shared meanings, so it is critical to know the common symbols 

and understandings people have created 

Ethnographical As human groups create cultures, researchers must understand the standards 

within the group 

Feminist There are power imbalances in society, so researchers must be mindful of 

minority groups  

Functionalist Society tends to be an organised, stable well-integrated system where most 

members agree on basic values. As groups functions with specific goals and 

objectives, the researcher needs to understand theses values 

Systems As all things are connected, the researcher must understand how issues are 

part of the whole 

Conflict Society is in constant change and conflict. A number of groups exist in 

tension, competition, and change. This leads the sociologist to inquire about 

whose interests are involved and who benefits or suffers from existing 

arrangements. 

 

4.3 Selecting the sample  

The desire to look at individuals‟ perspectives and relate them to outcomes was a major 

reason why case studies were conducted. Case studies work well for capturing differences between 

people and programs, particularly differences in content, process, goals implementation, politics, 

context, and outcomes (Patton, 1990). Moreover, in dealing with complexity it may be more 

desirable to have a few carefully analysed case studies with detailed reliable results than to aim for 

large, probabilistic, and generalised samples (Patton, 1990).  

The first step in this research was to develop some boundaries that ensured the research was 

both manageable and could achieve its aim. The first boundary set was to limit the research to a few 

case examples dealing with a similar natural resource management issue. This was done to reduce 

difficulty in accounting for variability between stakeholder and advocacy groups‟ behaviour simply 
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due to differences in environmental context. I therefore chose to study all the forums that dealt with 

the water reform processes in the Murrumbidgee catchment (Table 4.3). 

Different forums (i.e., arenas) operating under slightly different rules also offered the 

opportunity for two types of in-depth analysis. First, variable-oriented analysis could explore the 

differences between actors in various arenas. Second, case-oriented analysis could explore each 

forum (i.e., arena) separately. Such analyses would assist in applying the various socio-

psychological theories (such as group theory, conflict resolution, agenda setting, and game theory) 

needed to frame the results.  

The second boundary set was to focus only on actors representing either agricultural or 

environmental interests. According to the legislation, people are appointed to the various water 

reform forums because the Minister believes they are able to represent government agencies, 

conservation interests, landholder interests, Indigenous interests, and/or scientific interests. The two 

types of actors were selected because they were likely to represent different points along a 

production – conservation value continuum, and they were also the only two groups of participants 

with continuity of representation. In addition, as the aim of research was to describe in rich detail 

the range of experiences and meanings associated by each stakeholder group, it was only people 

representing agricultural and environmental interests that had consistent representation through all 

the various levels of policy development.  

Table 4.3: The forums selected for this research 

Forum Responsibility 

Catchment 

Management Board 

Develop a natural resource management plan (Blueprint) for 

government investment in the Murrumbidgee Catchment 

Regulated River 

Committee 

Develop a water-sharing plan for the regulated section of the 

Murrumbidgee River 

Unregulated Rivers 

Committee 

Develop water-sharing plans for all the unregulated rivers in the 

catchment starting with Tarcutta and Adelong Creek. 

Groundwater 

Committee 

Develop a water-sharing plan for groundwater resources in the 

Murrumbidgee catchment starting with the lower Murrumbidgee 
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Many researchers (see Brewer & Hunter, 1987) use triangulation to reduce any bias from the 

type of purposive sampling described above. Triangulation uses different sources of data at different 

times of the study to build on past findings and/or maximise the strength of evaluation and the 

information gathered. The exact mix may be used either at discrete parts of a study (component 

multi-method) or integrated throughout the research process (integrated multi-method) (Green & 

Carcelli, 1997). The data used in this research for triangulation purposes included interviews with 

the facilitator and chair of each forum as well as four other agency staff (Figure 4.1). Meeting 

documents, stakeholder policy documents, media releases, and NSW Hansard were also used to 

support my primary sources of data (i.e. the participant interviews).  

Figure 4.1: The data collection process 

 
 

It is important to note that the cost of undertaking purposeful sampling was that it limited 

the results to views and perceptions held by agricultural and environmental advocacy groups. Thus 

the fairness outcome set as benchmark criteria in Chapter 2 is also limited. This study will not 

address fairness as it relates to groups not recognised by the representative process such as 

recreationalists, town users, etc. Nor does it consider the views of participants who may have been 

appointed to a forum who were not part of a group. Furthermore this study does not focus on views 

Interviews of people 

representing 

conservation interests  

Interviews of people 

representing 

agricultural interests 

Interviews with 

facilitator and chairs 

Interviews with staff 

from peak lobby 

groups and the lead 

agency 
Review of Hansard 

and NSW 

Government media 

Review of policy and 

media from peak 

groups 

Review of meeting 

minutes 

        Results 



 98 

and behaviour of people who represented other interests that were recognised as part of the process 

(e.g. indigenous representatives, stock and domestic licence holders, or local government 

representatives).  

4.4 Overall research process 

The main method chosen for the present investigation was to conduct interviews. Interviews 

are the most appropriate technique to use in order to understand the motivation and actions of 

participants (de Vaus, 1995).  

According to Sarantakos (1999) there are three different approaches to interviewing people: 

structured, semi-structured, and unstructured. Semi-structured interviewing involves a series of 

open-ended questions about a topic or area of inquiry (Kvale, 1996). This approach allows topics 

and questions to be directed to respondents and create areas of discussion relevant to the research 

question. Questions can also be adapted to the context of the discussion, allowing the interviewer to 

probe for more information or explore other topics. For the present study it was decided that 

personal semi-structured interviews would provide better quality results because they generally 

have high response rates, can be flexible in delivery, and allow for clarification (Denzin & Lincoln, 

1994).  

4.4.1 The participant interviews 

Forty-two face-to-face interviews were completed (see Appendix 2). The interviewees were 

identified using a list obtained from the NSW Department of Land and Water Conservation which 

had the names of all the participants on the committees and the type of stakeholder each person was 

appointed to represent. The process involved making initial contact with each respondent by phone. 

All individuals contacted agreed to be interviewed. Most interviews lasted between 1 – 1.5 hours 

and took place in the respondent‟s office or home. Each interview began with a review of the 

informed consent form (see Appendix 3 & 4). After the form was signed the interview began. 
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An interview guide with a number of pre-determined questions was used to ensure that 

interviews were systematic and focused enough to cover relevant information (see Appendix 5). 

The questions were open-ended, and focused on how the interviewee viewed the participatory 

process occurring. As suggested by Flick (1998) an interview guide was used to ensure interviews 

were non-directional, specific, had depth, and gave a personal context.  

The questions in the guide were typically asked of each interviewee in a systematic and 

consistent order. However, interviewees were allowed freedom to digress, and often the interviewer 

probed far beyond the first answer participants gave to the prepared questions. Interviews were tape 

recorded verbatim. This data formed the empirical foundations of the research. Notes were also 

taken during the interviews in order to flag an interesting point that was raised but could not be 

explored as the conversation/response continued. This allowed the researcher to go back to points of 

interest and explore issues in more depth without interrupting the flow of conversation. Such 

follow-up routes were also used to allow participants to elaborate on details, idiosyncrasies, and 

attributes that characterised particular events.  

The questions in the interview guide focused around the four key themes of: 

i) Values. This covered initial questions related to participants‟ background, motivations, 

past history and how they came to be involved in the process.  

ii) Power. This covered two questions relating to how decisions were made, and whether 

the interviewee thought any particular group had greater influence, knowledge, and 

resources.  

iii) Fairness. This covered three questions focused on whether participants felt their views 

were being heard, whether they felt that participating in the forum was worthwhile, and 

whether they felt they had adequate participation. 
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iv) Cooperation. This covered two questions focused on how participants communicated 

with others of the same stakeholder interest, and whether they communicated with the 

wider community or with the lobby group they represented. 

4.4.2 Supporting data 

The methodological approach included supplementing the data from the participant 

interviews with a variety of written documents (e.g. meeting minutes and media releases) and 

interviews with other participants in order to enable traingulation. That is, while any single 

interview process might not provide the „truth‟, the use of other data was used to bring both breadth 

of insight and supporting evidence to any particular event or issue. Such a multi-method approach 

allows researchers to be more confident about the results (Paton, 1990). This supporting data came 

from fours sources: 

First, participant interviews were supported by interviews with the chairs and facilitators 

who led these forums.  

Second, senior staff (referred to this research as lobbyists) from the head offices of the NSW 

Farmers Association, NSW Irrigator‟s Council, the Inland Rivers Network, and the Nature 

Conservation Council of NSW were also interviewed. These interviews were similar to the ones 

asked of the other participants in that they asked questions regarding how decisions were made by 

the person‟s organisation, their activities and strategies, whether they felt the participatory processes 

used to implement water reform were worthwhile and whether they felt there was adequate 

participation, and how they communicated with people involved on these regional forums.  

All the interview data were then supplemented by obtaining any information produced by 

the advocacy groups during the NSW water reform process. The material obtained included 

newsletters, magazine articles, media releases, position statements, policy documents and fact 

sheets created by peak agricultural groups (NSW Farmers Association, Murrumbidgee Irrigation 
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Limited, and the NSW Irrigator‟s Council) and peak environmental groups (Nature Conservation 

Council of NSW, Australian Conservation Foundation, and the Inland Rivers Network).  

Finally, four senior staff involved in water reform from the lead agency were also 

interviewed and a search was made of the parliamentary record (NSW Hansard) between 2000 and 

2005 for any debate concerned with water reform and/or the Murrumbidgee, as well as the speeches 

made by the relevant ministers and opposition spokespersons at the time.  

4.5 Data analysis 

Data analysis was based on the development of an organising system to identify 

predominant themes. The initial process involved was that recommended by Berg (1998) which 

involves the researcher becoming immersed in the documents and interview transcripts to identify 

dimensions and themes that, on first glance, might seem meaningful.  

The software package NVivo was used to facilitate data analysis. This software package 

allows each unit to have more than one code and can create hierarchical coding systems. The key 

process in the analysis of this qualitative social research data is coding – classifying or categorising 

individual pieces of data. The aim of this type of analysis is to discover patterns among the data in 

order to point to theoretical understandings (Kvale, 1996). The first part of the analysis comprised 

open coding designed to break down, examine, compare, and conceptualise the responses (Blaikie, 

2000). Data were largely collated into two main classes: special classes (labels associated with 

committee type or participant interest) and theoretical classes that were related to socio-

psychological themes and topics. During this time memos were made that flagged theoretical 

possibilities, any connections between codes and different types of data, and/or any personal 

reflections. Having completed the initial phase of coding, axial coding (hierarchical/relationship 

coding) was then used in order to create relationships between categories and sub categories.  
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4.6 The research process for each chapter 

4.6.1 Chapter 5  

Content analysis was largely used to answer the question: what were the initial attempts by 

stakeholder groups to control the broad agenda? Thus the raw data used in this chapter are drawn 

from a literature search which gathered the media releases, newsletters, and publications produced 

by the environmental and agricultural advocacy groups involved in the water reform process.  

The actual analysis of this material involved describing the terms and concepts used by the 

stakeholders in order to frame an issue. A frame is the a “central idea” that organizes the message 

and gives the audience an orientation in terms of relevance, importance,  value, and context. Such 

content analysis provides evidence of the knowledge bases that „frame‟ the competing discourses, a 

means for understanding the competing worldviews, and can help explain the tactics and strategies 

later used in the policy-making process.  

The concept (or theory) of frames has grown in popularity because it often provides a 

consistent framework in which messages can be analyzed.  According to Entman (p. 52), “to frame 

is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient” in a way that affects 

public interpretation of what the topic and its related issues are. Baumgartner & Jones (1993) 

consider such resources as valid indicators of how stakeholder groups frame issues on the public‟s 

agenda.  

To obtain the results, a preliminary analysis was completed by reviewing the documents and 

writing analytic memos to identify themes (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  In this case themes were 

identified by searching for devices such as metaphors, exemplars, catchphrases, depictions, and 

visual icons, and searching for then finding the supporting reasoning devices (roots or causal 

analysis, consequences or effects, and appeal to principles such as moral or ethical claims) behind 
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these devises. This created a number of preliminary themes that were then clustered into frames or 

„storylines‟ that held perspectives about water allocations. 

4.6.2 Chapters 6 and 7  

The interviews from participants were used to answer the questions: after the broad agenda 

was set, did the participants act co-operatively or competitively within the various forums?, and 

when it is competitive, do participants use power and influence to ensure their views prevailed? 

These three chapters focus on the decision-making processes in these forums. Thus the data 

is drawn from the in-depth, in-person, semi–structured interviews of participants who represented 

either agricultural or environmental interests (see Chapter 3, section 5) on the four forums.  These 

forums were the Murrumbidgee Catchment Management Board, the Murrumbidgee Unregulated 

Rivers Committee, the Murrumbidgee Regulated River Committee, and The Murrumbidgee 

Groundwater Committee (see Appendix 2). 

Data analysis (see Chapter 4.5 for more details) involved open and axial coding using the 

software package NVivo to identify predominant themes (Boyatzis, 1998). To triangulate the 

interviews, the chairs and facilitators of each forum were interviewed and minutes of meetings were 

obtained where possible. Any other printed material issued during the process (e.g., press releases 

and progress reports) were also used to provide rigour to the interview data. 

4.6.3 Chapter 8, 9 and 10 

All interview data where used the answer the questions: If power and influence affect these 

forums, could participant behaviour have been predicted by government and then used to make the 

process fair? (Chapter 8), and if it is possible to predict behaviour, why did the government not 

make the process more fair? (Chapter 9).  Although forum participant data was used, most of the 

data was obtained from interviews with senior departmental staff in the region, staff from the head 

offices of the NSW Farmers Association, NSW Irrigator‟s Council, and the Nature Conservation 
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Council of NSW, as well as government staff working in Sydney who were involved in the process 

(see Appendix 2). 

The interview schedule provided in Appendix 5 was modified for interviews with people not 

directly participating on the forum by removing the sub-questions specifically about forum 

processes. Thus the schedule was designed to give a state-wide perspective on how decisions were 

made, whether the interviewee felt their organisation had any influence, whether the interviewee 

felt that participating was worthwhile, and how the interviewee and the organisation worked as part 

of a team. I allowed interviewees freedom to digress, and often probed far beyond the answers to 

prepared standardised questions. Interviews were tape recorded verbatim and these data formed the 

empirical foundations of the research.  

The initial process involved that recommended by Berg (1998) which involves immersing 

one in the interview transcripts to identify dimensions and themes that, on first glance, might seem 

meaningful. My coding was generally open coding, designed to break down, examine, compare, and 

conceptualise the responses (Blaikie, 2000). The aim of this type of analysis is to discover patterns 

among the data in order to point to theoretical understandings (Kvale, 1996). I then looked to 

triangulate the interviews, by using printed material issued by advocacy groups. This included 

meeting minutes, published meeting documents, policy statements, and press releases by various 

advocacy groups.  

Chapter 10 attempts to answer the question, if the process within the forums was not fair, 

what other actions did stakeholder groups take to ensure their values prevailed? A final source of 

data, particularly for chapter 10, was Hansard. This record was searched for all relevant the 

speeches by the ministers and shadow spokespersons, as well as for any record with the terms 

“water” and “NSW Department of Land and Water Conservation”. The search was limited to any 

material between 1998 to 2004. 



 105 

4.7 Validity of the data  

Questions about validity such as whether or not the research could be repeated to produce 

similar findings are difficult using qualitative methods, such as semi-structured interviews, because 

the methodology cannot be repeated exactly. In response to this potential problem, Patton (1990) 

suggests it may not be possible to report a single truth, as the people surveyed have their own 

perspectives and realities and therefore objectivity is not possible. Therefore, it is important to 

understand that one limitation of this research is that the qualitative data obtained is largely 

perceived data. In acknowledging this limitation I have stated the research is phenomenological in 

that it interprets peoples‟ views and perspectives of how the water reform process occurred.  I have 

also attempted to overcome bias by participants by triangulating what the participants stated with 

other sources such as meeting minutes, policy documents, and other interviews. The methodological 

approach which involved carefully analysing verbatim interviews and supplementing these data 

with a variety of written documents (e.g. meeting minutes and media releases) and interviews with 

other participants enabled triangulation to address this type of limitation.   

Another factor that affects the credibility of results is distortion (Patton 1990). For example 

one area of distortion associated from this research approach is that respondents might not 

understand the questions asked in the way the researcher intends (Henderson, 1995). Distortion was 

addressed in four ways namely by, ensuring that the researcher had a sound knowledge of the water 

reform process prior to commencing the interviews, clearly outlining the aim of the research to 

people being interviewed, adopting standard/consistent methodologies (eg. recording each 

interview) within the interview process, and by ensuring that each question asked was understood 

through refining and probing as the interview progressed. 

The methods used do limit any wholistic interpretation of results in terms of fairness. It is 

not possible to determine whether the NSW water reform process was fair for everyone. Some 

groups were excluded from participating in these forums (e.g., tourism operators and many urban 
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users) and so by definition the process could be regarded apriori as unfair. Moreover, participants 

who were not part of a broader network, or participants who may have been part of other broader 

networks were excluded from the study. Indeed this question is part of a debate about the use of 

representative processes including what is representative and who has a voice (Harrington et al., 

2008; Lane & Morrison, 2006).  

A case study approach is also limited to the regional forums operating in the Murrumbidgee 

region. It therefore does not consider the thirty other forums operating around NSW at the same 

time. It is acknowledged that the interpretation is limited specifically to exploring how the 

participants who represent advocacy groups within stakeholder committees (in the Murrumbidgee) 

seek to influence decisions and are part of a broader struggle by those advocacy groups to influence 

environmental policy.  

Because the researcher is the instrument in qualitative inquiry, a final source affecting 

credibility arises from that source. In this research the personal and professional background that 

might have affected the process include my previous involvement in groundwater and catchment 

management in the nearby Murray catchment, a long interest in fairness and environmental issues, 

and previous employment. To address this issue I have simply outlined my personal and 

professional background, and leave the reader to judge whether this was a beneficial or detrimental 

to the research. 
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Chapter 5: The language of opening moves: Agenda setting by 

stakeholders 

“The squeaky hinge gets the oil. Everyone creates their own unique mix of perceptions. These stories are a 

smokescreen to confuse the community”.                       Chair of a Forum 

5.1 Introduction 

It was stated in Chapter 2 that some key elements of policy development include agenda 

setting, the interaction between government and non-state actors, game-like interactions regulated 

by the rules of the game, and the continuing interaction between all network members. This chapter 

begins to outline the results of my research by examining the attempt by stakeholder groups to 

control the first of these clusters, namely setting the agenda (Figure 5.1). 

Cobb, Ross and Ross (1976) define agenda setting as the process in which the demands of 

various groups are translated into items vying for the serious attention of public officials. Birkland 

(1997) defines agenda setting more broadly as the process by which issues gain greater mass and 

elite attention. In terms of the IAD/AC framework outlined in Chapter 3, agenda setting might be 

viewed as the process by which a coalition attempts to influence some of the external changeable 

parameters that, in turn, influence the policy process (see Figure 3.1). That is, agenda setting is 

concerned with a struggle to set the terms of the debate. 

Agricultural and environmental groups are challenged in trying to raise their issues about 

development and conservation of inland water resources onto a national agenda because Australia‟s 

more dominant discourse is urban in nature. Moreover, these two key stakeholder groups are often 

in competition. This is because the agriculturalists‟ discourse of discretionary ownership over 

natural resources is a direct challenge to the environmentalists‟ discourse of reducing access to a 

resource (Culhane, 1981; Eckersley, 2003).  



 108 

Figure 5.1: The focus of Chapter 5 (shaded) using the IAD/AC framework– agenda setting.  

 
There are a number of views about discourse and its relationship to agenda setting and 

policy formulation. Both Habermas (1981) and Dryzek (1997) theorise that open discourse is vital 

for creating sets of ideas that frame dialogue. In an ideal society, participants would have full and 

frank discussions about competing discourses and adopt the most rational argument. By contrast, 

the literature on political ecology suggests that discourse is part of a power struggle: change in 

environmental policy depends on how stakeholder groups and actors create knowledge, how 

knowledge is more broadly legitimised, and the representation of reality (Harrill, 1999). Research in 

this regard has shown that process is not entirely rational (c.f. Habermas, 1981) because knowledge 

is not simply power. Power creates knowledge because it creates its own rationality (Flyvbjerg, 

1998).  

The socio-psychological literature on bargaining and negotiation suggests that one way in 

which stakeholder groups attempt to influence policy is through the language of opening moves 

(Rubin & Brown, 1975). Oliver and Whelan (2003) found that actors in participatory planning 
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attempt to control the discourse and thereby control what has meaning and what is intelligible. The 

discourse that dominates then becomes instrumental in shaping the climate that prevails throughout 

the later process of policy decision-making (Rubin & Brown, 1975). In sum, both theory and 

empirical research show that the early gestures and discourse that each stakeholder group raise in 

the wider community can be viewed as critical opening moves in the bargaining and negotiation 

process. Such early discourse conveys information about each party‟s initial preferences, intentions, 

and perceptions as well as early attempts to control the agenda.  

As outlined in chapter 3, COAG agreed to implement water reform aimed at creating an 

efficient and sustainable water industry across Australia in 1994. This included provisions for water 

entitlements and trading, environmental allocations, institutional reform, public consultation, water 

pricing, and research (Goesch & Beare, 2004). The agreement triggered an energetic debate 

between various stakeholder groups about how these provisions should be translated into policy. 

Organisations such as the NSW Farmers Association and the Nature Conservation Council of NSW 

pushed, often forcefully, their natural resource issues and positions to both the government and the 

media in order to ensure that their concerns were on the agenda.  

Translating the principles articulated by COAG into specific policy positions is complex 

because those provisions include various policy options such as rights flexibility and rigidity to 

change, certainty, security of tenure, transferability, in-stream water rights, and consideration of 

externalities for trade (Tisdell, 2003). Such complexity and uncertainty mean that any single unified 

scientific or rational discussion is impossible. Argument tends to take place on the basis of 

conviction rather than on comprehensive data analysis or modelling about the effects of particular 

changes. Each stakeholder group frames and interprets the dispute differently, tries to make other 

groups see the problem according to its own view, and thus position the discussion in a way that 

means its own particular discourse dominates (Lawrence, 2004). Moreover these groups are 
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challenged to express their discourse in a way that the wider community understands and agrees 

with. 

A number of studies (e.g Brueckner, 2007; Butteriss, Wolfenden, & Goodridge, 2001; 

Whittaker & Mercer 2004) have used discourse analysis to unearth and contrast the plural 

perspectives held by various community groups in regard to natural resource management. 

Similarly, this chapter uses discourse analysis to understand and contrast the initial positions of 

stakeholder groups involved in water reform and to determine which stakeholder groups were able 

to initially dominate the agenda. It assumes such discourse is a socially constructed framework of 

meaning that serves as guiding rules, norms, or conventions for each on the major groups‟ positions 

(Sarantakos, 2004).  

5.2 Methods 

The best way to contextualise the competing storylines of environmental concern between 

stakeholder groups in the policy-making process is to de-construct their broader policies and 

positions through discourse analysis (Dryzek, 1997). This is because power often relies on being 

able to develop a cohesive and connected set of terms, concepts, and problems in the wider 

community (Foucault, 1984). Thus the raw data used in this chapter are drawn from a literature 

search mentioned in Chapter 4 which gathered the media releases, newsletters, and publications 

produced by the key advocacy groups involved in the water reform process.  

5.3 Results 

5.3.1 Environmentally sustainable development (ESD) as a unifying metaphor 

One of the central tenets for all stakeholder groups was a need to make river management 

more sustainable. For example, all agricultural and environmental groups involved in the debate 

mentioned the need for economic, ecological, and environmental considerations in their policies and 
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media releases. This indicates that the government had exercised some power and limited the 

discourse to stakeholder groups. It did this by exercising its metagovernance role to shape 

understanding and set discursive ground rules for participation. By restricting any water resource 

management discourse to an ESD framework, the government has ensured several things: 

i) First, water is seen as a resource that can be used. Groups cannot argue for a radical 

discourse that river water should be untouched. For example, arguments that were put 

forward by some groups, and politicians influenced by these groups, that such 

environmental degradation was natural were largely ignored and to some degree more 

widely ridiculed (Commonwealth of Australia, 2002). 

ii) Second, all stakeholders need to acknowledge policy change is necessary (Fischer, 2002; 

NSW Farmers Association, 2000). Stakeholders therefore become somewhat obliged to 

participate in the government‟s regional governance process in water policy. Collective 

action can not occur if actors fail to agree that there is a problem. This is a crucial first 

step for government if the later process of policy development is to be a success. 

iii) Third, ESD gives the environmental stakeholders a basis for negotiation. Staff from the 

Nature Conservation Council of NSW said that they often found their case for many 

environmental issues difficult to argue because they start from having nothing in the first 

place. Thus, by acknowledging that change is required agriculturalists cannot argue for 

maintaining the status quo. 

Nevertheless, substantial ambiguity exists with the term ESD, so each stakeholder group has 

some flexibility within a limited ESD discourse. The difference in emphasis makes apparent what 

should be sustained. The NSW Government interprets ESD as development today that will not 

threaten the ability of future generations to meet their needs (NSW Water Management Act, 2000). 

By contrast, the NSW Irrigators‟ Council describes ESD as achieving the greatest possible long 
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term social, economic, and environmental benefits from our natural resources (NSW Irrigators‟ 

Council, 2003) and Murrumbidgee Irrigation emphasises maximising productive use 

(http://www.mirrigation.com.au). By contrast the Inland Rivers Network‟s emphasis is on the health 

of our rivers while simultaneously having due regard to the needs of water users (Williams, 2003a, 

p1). In sum, agricultural groups commonly emphasise use and achievement, while environmental 

groups often talk about health. Indeed, ESD for water users means sustaining existing water 

businesses or upgrading infrastructure in order to sustain industry. By using the term achievement, 

water becomes associated with something worthwhile for humanity and use becomes a goal 

undertaken for the wider society.  

By using the term health, rivers become living organisms that can live or die. Unfortunately, 

part way through the water reform process the government changed the nature of water 

management plans from a broad base to focus only on water sharing. Issues of health become 

lessened because water sharing did not include issues such as nutrients, salinity, and turbidity. By 

excluding water quality in the policy process, conservation groups lost a significant bargaining tool.  

While the overall rhetoric might be ESD, each stakeholder group set about creating powerful 

storylines that essentially sounded right within their own frame of ESD. When something sounds 

right it gains influence through the acceptability of the storyline for members‟ own identity as part 

of the group, the portability of the argument itself, and the trust that the broader community 

develops in the group that proposes it (Schon & Rein, 1994; Harre, Brockmeier & Muhlhausler, 

1998). These key storylines are now described. 

5.3.2 Storylines used by agricultural groups 

The storylines used by agricultural groups were that ownership is vital, environmental 

protection costs, and only people with extrinsic values should be able to influence policy. 
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5.3.2.1 Ownership is vital 

This storyline suggests that farmers‟ ability to own water is critical to their life (e.g., NSW 

Irrigators‟ Council 2002a, p3). The story has two components. The first part is based on past 

practice and centres on concepts of justice. Its basis is that farmers have been encouraged to use 

water, have been using it for some time and therefore they have a right to expect continued use. The 

story is associated with the notion that some rights that are socially constructed, presumed, or as 

regarded by jurisprudence as de facto (Reeve, 2002). Part of this discourse is embedded in personal 

pronouns, often used by farming groups and their representatives, who use terms such as “my 

water” and “our history of use” (Fullerton, 2001). Increased allocations to the environment are 

therefore seen as loss in ownership/property and as unfair (NSW Farmers Association, 2000,p 5). It 

is a storyline based on the ownership ideology that has a long tradition within agricultural discourse 

in Australia (Reeve, 2002). 

The second component of the ownership storyline focuses on the future and being able to 

raise a family. It is central to most of the policy positions put forward by farmer groups in NSW 

(e.g., NSW Water Alliance, 2002) and for water use across Australia (National Farmers Federation, 

2001). For example, the 2000 NSW Farmers Association‟s submission to the government white 

paper on water reform had a picture of a mother and baby at a riverbank, and focused largely on the 

need for water rights in order to secure a future for farmers (NSW Farmers Association, 2000,p1). 

Similarly submissions by the NSW Irrigators‟ Council and Macquarie Food and Fibre to COAG 

about NSW‟s progress on water reform stated they were concerned about the new water entitlement 

program and a lack of security (National Competition Council, 2003). Security is important in 

providing confidence for irrigators and their financiers to invest in improved irrigation methods and 

environmental enhancement (NSW Irrigators‟ Council, 2003). Security in this sense is connected 

with a need for farming families to secure their livelihoods in an uncertain world. In this context, 
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security is related to Vanclay‟s (2003) work with landholders showing that farming is not just a 

business but a socio-cultural practice.  

Environmental groups spent considerable resources fighting this particular storyline. They 

countered by agreeing that security is important as long as it is for the environment (Australian 

Conservation Foundation, 2003; Inland River Network News, 2002). For them environmental 

allocations must ensure security because management needs to deal with complexity and underlying 

lack of knowledge about the way the river works (Inland Rivers Network, 2001, p 4). By contrast, 

farmers never had security, perpetual licences would lock out any opportunity for adaptive 

management, and, in principle, the crown should retain public ownership of natural resources 

(Nature Conservation Council of NSW, 2002; WWF, 2003). When the NSW Government did 

amend the Water Management Act in 2004 to give perpetual entitlements to farmers, the Nature 

Conservation Council of NSW claimed it was a security package for water users (Inland River 

Network News, 2004).  

The difficultly in countering an argument for ownership of water by farmers is that water 

rights are implicit in the water reform provisions set out by the National Competition Council. So, 

when conservation groups supported the principles in these reforms at a national level, they 

supported giving rights to farmers (Quiggin, 2001). Moreover, suggesting that water rights apply to 

one type of water (i.e., water for the environment) but not another type (i.e., agriculturalists) might 

seem inconsistent. 

5.3.2.2 Environment costs  

Agriculturalists also focused on the impact of water reform on rural towns that were already 

in decline. According to this storyline, water reform was an imposition by the broader community 

on local rural communities and thus water reform is a moral dilemma. How could water reform be 

sustainable if it impacts on local economies and jobs in the fragile local communities? The 



 115 

environment costs storyline began early in the debate. For example the NSW Irrigators‟ Council 

issued a press release in 2001 stating that while the focus of reform had rightly been on improving 

environmental health, it had not been appropriately balanced with social and equity considerations, 

or with regard to the impact on economic regional development. The environmental costs storyline 

asks why farmers should suffer the economic consequences of environmental regulation. It is unfair 

for them alone foot the bill for laws that are in the broader public interest (Kerr, 2002). 

Later, a media campaign from the NSW Water Alliance (a group containing the NSW 

Farmers Association, Australian Bankers Association, Cotton Australia, and various other 

agricultural groups) used the environmental costs storyline to great effect. The campaign included a 

release by the NSW Irrigators‟ Council with some specific data that pointed to the loss of 181,297 

megalitres, some 959 jobs, and $368.7 million in the Murrumbidgee region alone (NSW Irrigators‟ 

Council, 2002b). The NSW Farmers Association later released an estimate that said reform would 

cost 4300 jobs across the State (NSW Farmers Association, 2002a). Cotton Australia used the data 

to examine the impact on their industry and claimed the cost would be $1.7 billion (The NSW 

Irrigators‟ Council, 2002a). The impact of this campaign was sufficiently sensitive for the 

government to be forced to respond with its own research, show that there would be a negative 

impact on jobs and production, and significantly delay the implementation of the water-sharing 

plans (Parker & Ockowaski, 2003; Smith, 2002).  

5.3.2.3 Only people with extrinsic values can influence policy 

Agriculturalists also attempted to alienate conservation groups by mounting a storyline 

focused on defining who could legitimately join the water reform debate (NSW Irrigators‟ Council, 

2002c). Several submissions to government suggested that the committees should include only 

people in the catchment and that government representatives should have only advisory roles 

(National Competition Council, 2003; NSW Farmers Association, 2000). Likewise, in 2000 the 

NSW Farmers Association called for increased farmer representation on the committees, and 
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complained that some members on the committee were not from the local community (NSW 

Farmers Association, 2000). This storyline would mean that environmental groups whose 

membership is largely urban would be excluded from the forums. The counter-argument by 

environmental groups was “Being green is not just about being a tree hugger; it should also 

include being a water lover” (Williams, 2003b, p2). 

Associated with this particular storyline were statements that some people were not being 

heard. Submissions to COAG about NSW‟s progress on water reform by farmer groups claimed a 

lack of public consultation in the water reform process (National Competition Council, 2003 & 

2004). They urged more transparency in all aspects and for a refocus on consultative and 

constructive engagement of the issues. This was despite the regional governance process involving 

local representation on policy committees, a public exhibition period for individual plans,  a state-

wide process that included large advertisements being placed in over 100 regional papers, over 

7,000 people being informed through direct mail, and over 70 public meetings being held (NSW 

Parliament Hansard, 13/12/2000). 

5.3.3. Storylines used by environmental groups 

The storylines used by environmental groups were that science is truth, the mighty rivers 

have declined, the environment must be the priority, and all things must be considered. 

5.3.3.1 Science as truth 

Environmental groups argued that science and technical knowledge are the primary 

elements upon which policy decisions should be made (Australian Conservation Foundation, 2004; 

Environmental Defenders Office, 2003). For example, the Environmental Defenders Office and 

Nature Conservation Council of NSW have stated that it was a real shame that independent expert 

panels were not established to guide and oversee the process from the outset (Environmental 

Defenders Office, 2003; Guice, 2003). The Nature Conservation Council also used statements from 
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Peter Cullen (Member, Wentworth Group of Concerned Scientists and Commissioner, National 

Water Commission) suggesting 20% of the water allocated to farmers needed to be returned to our 

rivers, as the basis for many of its claims (Nature Conservation Council of NSW, 2003). Indeed 

some statements suggested that only ecological science was of value because they also totally 

discredited any claim for social or economic research (i.e. other science) to be undertaken 

(Williams, 2003a, p1). This discourse assumes that no one can argue with facts presented by 

scientists and that science is the only basis on which to make decisions. This storyline is radical 

because it seeks to redistribute power to a few elites (Dryzek, 1997). It is also a paradox because it 

urges that science is the only basis on which to make decisions, yet decisions cannot be made 

because the situation is so complex that science can never be complete.  

The counter-argument by farmers was that social and economic research had not been 

undertaken and, as the science was not comprehensive, it was flawed science (National Competition 

Council, 2003; NSW Farmers Association, 2000). Science in this context is all encompassing in 

both breadth and depth. Both the NSW Farmers and the NSW Irrigators‟ Council pushed for 

rigorous cost benefit analyses of the full economic social and administrative costs of all 

management proposals, assessing the impacts at an individual level (NSW Farmers Association, 

2002b). Part of this counter-argument included informing all members on the regional governance 

committees that proper socio-economic assessments should be urged for each plan (NSW Farmers 

Association, 2004). Given the scale of the response needed, such information was impossible to 

obtain. Indeed, even the farmer groups acknowledged that the extent of information needed to 

adequately address water resource management was daunting (National Competition Council, 

2003). Conservation interests did not accept that a robust examination of socio-economic evidence 

was sufficient reason to justify inadequate allocation of environmental water in any system. 
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5.3.3.2 The mighty have fallen 

Another key storyline for conservation groups was that the rivers were once almighty and 

now look at what we have done to them. The first part of this storyline uses phrases of strength and 

masculinity such as “NSW has some of the mightiest rivers on earth” (Coote, 2006; Williams, 

2003c, p 3). There is also the metaphor of a living organism that talks about the “pulse” of floods, 

the “health” of system, the “heart and lungs” of the environment and that the NSW water reform 

process was a life or death decision (Inland Rivers Network News, 2003p 2; Merrin, 2003 p 10). It 

is a storyline with romantic words that brings rivers to life. 

A key component of the mighty have fallen storyline is about ill health. For example, the 

Inland Rivers Network frequently stated that freshwater rivers were among the most degraded 

ecosystems in NSW (Williams 2003c, p2). This was supported by a barrage of facts such as the 

mouth of the Murray River having closed for only the second time in 8,000 years, and that over the 

last 150 years native fish numbers have been reduced by 90% (Inland River Network News, 2003 

p2; Merrin, 2003, p5). Both the Inland Rivers Network and Australian Conservation Foundation 

suggested that the evidence of freshwater ecosystem decline was everywhere including the death of 

hundreds of large Murray cod and thousands of kilometres of red gums dying (Inland Rivers 

Network News, 2003, p 2; Merrin, 2003 p6). Indeed the current situation of the rivers is such that 

Australia would fail as a nation if the degradation did not stop (Inland Rivers Network News, 2003, 

p2). Thus the mighty have fallen storyline is designed to shock and make the wider community feel 

guilty (and thus responsibility). 

5.3.3.3 Environment must be the priority  

Under the Water Management Act (2000), provision of environmental water has the highest 

priority. Conservationists interpreted this as them having the first bite of a limited pie. This was a 

common complaint in submissions about draft water-sharing plans. For example, the Environmental 

Defenders Office submission to COAG said that under the Water Management Act (2000) the plans 
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failed to comply with the act in relation to providing environmental flows and in addressing the 

performance of the plans (Environmental Defenders Office, 2003). In 2004, the quarterly newsletter 

from the Inland Rivers Network had the headline that the National Competition Council would 

substantially reduce competition payments to NSW because the plans had “not allocated enough 

water to achieve sustainable ecological ecosystems” (Inland Rivers Network, 2004, p2). It pointed 

to the Namoi and the Murrumbidgee catchments as examples to support this statement, and said that 

the National Competition Council had given NSW “…a stiff warning and one last chance” (Inland 

Rivers Network, 2004, p2). This was evidence that water reform had gone off the rails and it 

“…was a stinging assessment because the National Competition Council was hardly a green 

organisation” (Inland Rivers Network, 2004, p2). Later, the Nature Conservation Council of NSW 

was to contest the Namoi water-sharing plan in court twice as a test case over a lack of prioritising 

environmental water in the plans.  

5.3.3.4 All things must be considered 

Environmentalists stated that water-sharing plans had to consider a number of other policies 

and programs. While at first glance this might make sense, such consideration meant greater change 

and complexity. For example, it was argued that water-sharing plans had to recognise the 

connectivity between surface and groundwater resources and had to manage connected systems as a 

single resource (Inland Rivers Network News, 2001). The plans also had to be consistent with 

threatened species plans, reduce thermal pollution, and increase watering of wetlands. In the 

Murrumbidgee catchment this meant considering plans for the silver cod, trout cod, Murray hardy 

head, etc. while also considering other potentially threatened species such as the olive perchlet, 

Murray jollytail, and Murray cod (Australian Conservation Foundation, 2002). Our knowledge on 

many of these matters is at best limited. The Nature Conservation Council of NSW also urged that 

water-sharing plans should be broadened to meet CMA objectives by including community-based 

water quality objectives, biodiversity protection, and river management objectives (National 
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Competition Council, 2003). The all things must be considered storyline is one that emphasises the 

subtle connectivity between parts of the environment and the associated complexity means 

everything must be considered.  

5.4 Discussion 

Governance is highly complex and is characterised by multiple levels of policy formulation, 

diverse stakeholder interests, multiple perceptions of the problem, and multiple strategies to achieve 

goals (see Chapter 3). A number of studies about social movements and political and policy 

processes show interest groups are political entities that make policy choices and seek to influence 

the process through discourse (Nicholson-Crotty & Nicholson-Crotty, 2004).  

The degree of influence and the consequences for democratic governance that these interest 

groups have is subject to debate. Many scholars of social movements and interest groups in the 

United States assume that agenda setting is where advocacy organisations have their greatest 

influence (Andrews & Edwards, 2004). Some authors (e.g., Elix, 2003) suggest that agenda setting 

is also important in determining the outcome of many policy dilemmas in Australia. Indeed Foley‟s 

(2002) study of the Australian timber industry, where the values of environmentalists (who value 

biodiversity and amenity) and the timber industry (who value economic well-being) supports this 

view. Discourse in this sense is not just an exchange but something that extends into ideology, 

strategy, and influence (Flyvbjerg, 1998; Hajer, 1995). 

Baumgartner and Jones (1993) used the term policy image to describe the way a policy is 

understood and discussed.  These authors have found that policy images play a critical role in the 

expansion of issues from the apathetic to gaining wider attention. This examination of discourse 

provides a good example of how agriculturalists and environmentalists wrestle to create key policy 

images that attempt to ensure their competing discourse over Australia‟s natural resources connects 

with the broader community and policy-makers. The four key themes that come out of this analysis 
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are the role of government, the use of science, the importance of alliances, and popularising the 

debate. 

5.4.1 The role of government 

The fact that sustainable development was so prominent reflects the broader political scene 

whereby the government forced stakeholders to debate water reform within a set framework. This 

shows that governments has the authority (c.f. Max Weber) to make stakeholders  moderate or 

modify their position because it offers them the promise of  a voice in policy making. In this case, 

interest groups must frame any argument in terms of the triple bottom line (Harre et al., 1998). This 

limits stakeholders to debate within a particular discourse where some groups might be 

disadvantaged.  

McGregor (2004) states that environmentalists are inhibited and disempowered by 

sustainability discourses because some language, such as extrinsic rights, is relegated to subordinate 

positions and discussions. He suggest that conservationists might find themselves advocating or 

nominally approving pro-sustainable exploitation issues at the expense of moral, emotional, or 

spiritual arguments (e.g., supporting killing whales if it is sustainable). Davidson et al. (2006) also 

suggest that sustainability means “business as usual” because economic growth and environmental 

protection can both occur. It is therefore impossible for stakeholder groups to address structural and 

systematic causes of some problems. A discourse of ecologically sustainable development means 

that government limits the diversity of political strategies and options that any interest group can 

adopt. An example in this study was that environmentalists‟ discourse about preserving water (i.e., 

creating freshwater national parks) was ignored in the debate.  

5.4.2 The use of science 

Although science is widely acknowledged as an appropriate basis on which to make policy, 

few facts are indisputable. High levels of uncertainty and complexity exist between actions and 
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impacts, scale and response, and needs and wants. Under such situations science becomes a tool and 

how that tool is used depends on who is wielding it (Flyvberg, 1998). 

In this case, each interest group pointed to a scientific assessment to make their case: the 

agriculturalists used economics, while the conservationists used ecology. Science was then used to 

create special kinds of stories that were knowledge-rich and intended to represent to the public a 

sincere expert judgement about what is known – a contest to define truth, in a way. If a group can 

define and even impose their meaning and myths, it gives them the leverage to convince the others 

to accept and support social structures and decision-making processes that might not be in their own 

interests (Donovan & Jackson, 1991). By using science, each interest group‟s story gains legitimacy 

for the wider public. 

Science is particularly important to conservation stakeholders because it supplies the 

fundamental underpinning of environmentalism. The champions of the environmental movement, 

such as Tim Flannery, are science advocates. Indeed, the Nature Conservation Council of NSW 

promotes itself as a science-based society. Science can be an appealing logic for any policy choice 

that faces fierce disagreement from entrenched stakeholders because it promises corruption free, 

rational decision-making that can insulate decision-makers (Doremus & Tarlock, 2008). 

Unfortunately any science has to be reliably complete, precise, and relevant for decision-making. 

Even when information is perfect, there is a question about whether decisions can be reduced to a 

simple algorithm. Where there is too little science, opponents demand more studies. Where there is 

too much science, arguments centre on the assumptions made. Therefore the homogenous response 

to the  environmentalists‟ claims that science is on their side, is generally simply to plead that more 

research is needed, and thus procrastination occurs (Dryzek, 1997). 

Water reform discourse typifies a battle for the scientific high ground that occurs in many 

environmental debates. This battle leads opponents to counter problems simultaneously with  too 
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much and too little science. For example, in this study, claims by scientists that an additional 20% 

of environmental water was needed were countered by stating that there was too little economic and 

social science. Under conditions of complexity, opponents can easily block debate or gain strategic 

advantage when there is a claim of high ground. 

5.4.3 Creating alliances 

People create and coalesce around stories because they find their interests or values are 

represented by them. Such discourse creates coalitions that are not divided simply based on values, 

but may be simply willing to share the same storyline in order to obtain a policy outcome. For 

example, the Bankers Association became involved in water reform because the environmental 

costs storyline connected with the significant investment made in rural industries.  

At a local level, agriculturalists viewed the construction of the broader water reform debate 

as a rights issue that questions who these people are and their historical socio-cultural experience. 

These people coalesce about liberty values that have sustained their society for generations and are 

now believed to be their birthright, that is, to live life with nature and use the land for whatever they 

choose (Reeve, 2001). Farmers may therefore resist change on the basis of anticipated loss of 

identity rather than on economic or structural factors (Burton, 2004). In this light, notions of which 

group they belong to and alliances become potentially polemic rather than universal. 

Alliances also form under the reality of political lobbying. These alliances can be different 

from traditional political coalitions or alliances (Hajer, 1995). During the water reform process two 

key state-wide coalitions formed. These were the Inland Rivers Network, which is a group of five 

environmental groups, and the NSW Water Alliance, which is a group alliance of four agricultural 

groups, the Local Government Association and the Australian Bankers Association. In creating the 

Inland Rivers Network, the peak city-centric environmental groups created an organisation that 

might be viewed on the surface as being a rural grass roots organisation. In creating the Water 
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Alliance, agricultural groups were able to create a powerful and credible authority that could speak 

on economic issues.  

5.4.4 Popularising the debate 

This analysis of the nature of discourses also identified the experiential knowledge and the 

role of emotional and figurative speech in agenda setting. Although the wider community might 

state a strong desire to increase water allocation down Australia‟s iconic Murray, agricultural 

groups were able to connect any reallocation to images of families and young children affected by 

any decision, and this created a powerful image. This is despite farm viability being more 

influenced by things such as terms of trade than any small reduction in water allocation (Stoneham, 

Eigenman, Ridley & Barr, 2003).  

A key difficulty in getting the “mighty have fallen” discourse used by environmentalists to 

connect with the wider community is that it is a traditional discourse that sees the environment 

separate from people. The assumption is that the wider community has strong values towards gum 

trees, fish and ducks. The other difficulty is that the message tends to become focused on saying the 

situation is bad, rather than saying these things are actually indicators of future decline. It might 

therefore be possible to live with unhealthy rivers. Thus to the wider community water reform 

becomes a simplified debate about fish or families (Fullerton, 2001). Few people could deny the 

more salient needs of families to the loss of a few fish or trees.  

Andrews and Edward (2004), in examining the civil rights movement, characterise 

stakeholder stories as having either diagnostic or prognostic frames. Diagnostic frames define the 

issue and can assign blame, whereas prognostic frames identify possible remedies and solutions. 

While agriculturalists argued prognostic frames such as security would enable better business 

decisions or that it may be possible to increase environmental water as long as there was 
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compensation, the storylines by environmental groups remained diagnostic without remedies or 

solutions and were often put in terms of change that did not connect with the broader community.  

5.5. Conclusion 

The storylines put forward by the agricultural and environmental groups during the NSW 

water reform process are broadly consistent with the findings of similar studies overseas about how 

these groups interpret fairness. Anti-environmental organisations generally have three predominant 

positions: property rights are paramount, regulations are unfairly imposed by government and are 

encouraged by environmental extremists, and market forces are the fairest way to protect the 

environment (Clayton, 2000). By contrast, themes of equality and responsibility are more common 

in pro-environmental arguments (Clayton, 2000). These two distinct discourses are stated to be 

basically an argument between fairness for the individual versus fairness for the broader society. 

McBeth‟s (2007) study of advocacy groups in the Greater Yellowstone area found that 

discourse strategies by these groups included the winning groups trying to restrict participation or 

the losing groups trying to widen participation, groups trying to mobilise other groups to gain 

power, groups seeking to create a policy image by defining the issue and create symbols in a way 

that mobilises the wider indifferent community, and groups trying to entangle either debate into a 

wider issue in order to gain a competitive advantage. These strategies were all identified in this 

research. For example, the NSW Farmers Association‟s use of young, growing families both as case 

studies on impact and as pictures on the covers of their documents is an example of the creation of a 

policy image designed to gain the attention of the wider indifferent community. Creating such 

policy images might be viewed as an attempt by these groups to socially construct the reality 

associated with water reform (Flyvberg, 1998). The ability of farmer groups to crystallise and 

dominate using a policy image related to the well-being of families was in stark contrast to the 

diagnostic storyline of environmental groups which tended to focus only environmental degradation 
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may have been a critical opening move in the broader struggle to influence how water reform was 

implemented in NSW. 
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Chapter 6: Regional representative forums as cooperative 

partnerships 

“When it comes to making bacon and eggs, the chicken makes a contribution while the pig makes a commitment”                                                                                       

John Mack Carter 

6.1. Introduction 

Having outlined the initial broader struggle for influence through agenda setting, this 

chapter focuses on the interactions within the various arenas (Figure 6.1). The NSW Government‟s 

literature on the water reform process promoted these arenas as a form of partnership (Department 

of Land and Water Conservation, 2002a). This is an ideal situation where all stakeholders work 

together to achieve their goals. Indeed, many studies of similar stakeholder forums have found that 

cooperation is critical for success. For example, in a review of 200 empirical studies on watershed 

forums, Leach and Pelkey (2001) found that the most important factor in achieving success was 

participation by cooperative, creative, and committed individuals. Given the aim of this research 

and what is discussed in the literature, my initial question was to determine whether actors worked 

cooperatively to achieve their goals. After all, these new policy-making forums are often the first 

arenas where people who share a particular policy space actually meet face-to-face. It asks after the 

broad agenda was set, did the participants act co-operatively or competitively within the various 

forums? 

The term partnership conveys a sense of constructive and voluntary interaction among 

actors. Catalysts for NRM partnerships include scientific uncertainty, broad public interest, existing 

or threatening legislation, and clearly identifiable opportunities (Long & Arnold, 1995). An 

important feature of many partnerships is the notion of interdependence (Poncelet, 2001). 

Partnerships are usually seen as voluntary, with jointly defined activities and decision-making 

among different actors (Long & Arnold, 1995). Actors work together sharing knowledge and 

resources to make decisions that lead to ecological sustainability, and the creation of a mutually 
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acceptable outcome (Bramwell & Lane, 2000). Partnerships can also mean that actors develop 

empathy with each other‟s interests and develop enough social capital (e.g., trust and sharing of 

knowledge) to be able to implement what might be unpopular but necessary measures such as water 

reform. Thus important components of partnerships are those process elements of fairness, 

mentioned in Chapter 2, of respectful treatment, trust, and voice (Blader & Tyler, 2003; Leach & 

Sabatier, 2005; Lind & Taylor, 1988).  

Figure 6.1: The focus of Chapter 6 using the IAD/AC framework– the interactions within these 

forums 

 
The multi-stakeholder forums in this research are highly task-dependent. The actors are 

brought together under threat of imposed change. Moreover, actors have no voice in determining 

whose views are considered and they have only a limited ability to define the agenda. Yet because 

actors are representatives, they also have strong social identity with their particular stakeholder 

group. The extent that participants see themselves as representing their stakeholder group has 

implications in terms of their ability to collaborate with the other actors in these representative 
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arenas. Such inter-group differentiation may lead to a lack of cooperation (Miller & Brewer, 1984). 

Fortunately this can be overcome by communication (Kollock, 1998). Communication allows actors 

to gather information about the choices others are likely to make, gives group members the chance 

to make explicit promises and commitments, offers the chance of moral suasion, and reinforces the 

sense that members are part of the broader group rather than a coalition. 

Another way to reduce differentiation is the establishment of certain structures. All groups 

have structures that include roles and norms. A role is a set of expectations defining appropriate 

behaviour of the occupant of a position towards other related positions (Napier & Gershenfeld, 

2004). Norms are rules, implicit or explicit, that are established by groups to regulate the behaviour 

of their members (Napier & Gershenfeld, 2004). Norms also play an important role in group 

dynamics because they help to create unwritten social laws that reduce inter-group conflict (Allport, 

1954). That is, in situations requiring cooperation between representative actors, teams must also 

define their boundaries, clarify norms, and manage role expectations (Roberson, 2006). 

Cooperative partnerships are desirable because they have elements of procedural justice 

(Dryzek, 1990). Cooperation requires interactive elements of respect, openness, the inclusion of 

technical and non-technical considerations in decision-making and the recognition of different 

values. Partnerships therefore have a direct link with theories of fairness because it involves 

recognising other stakeholder groups and allowing them to take part in the discussion. Indeed the 

literature on procedural fairness is becoming increasingly focused on quality issues such as treating 

people with dignity and politeness in social interactions (Tyler & Blader, 2003).  

This chapter focuses on four different forums and seeks to determine whether the 

stakeholders within these forums cooperate, and what factors might influence cooperation. Each 

forum has slightly different tasks that vary according to complexity, expected outcome, and 

availability of synergies, and intellectual and physical resources available.  
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6.2. Methods 

The regional governance process in NSW appoints people to the different forums because 

they are able to represent government agencies, environmental interests, landholder interests, 

Indigenous interests and scientific interests (NSW Department of Land and Water Conservation, 

2002a). As the focus of this chapter is the decision-making processes in these forums, the data used 

are drawn from the in-depth, in-person, semi–structured interviews of participants who represented 

either agricultural or environmental interests (see Chapter 4) on the forums.  These forums were the 

Murrumbidgee Catchment Management Board, the Murrumbidgee Unregulated Rivers Committee, 

the Murrumbidgee Regulated River Committee, and The Murrumbidgee Groundwater Committee 

(see Appendix 2). Data analysis involved open and axial coding using the software package NVivo 

to identify predominant themes (Boyatzis, 1998). 

To triangulate the interviews, the chairs and facilitators of each forum were interviewed and 

minutes of meetings were obtained where possible. Any other printed material issued during the 

process (e.g., press releases and progress reports) were also used to provide rigour to the interview 

data. 

6.3 Results 

The only actors who stated that they thought the process could be regarded as a cooperative 

partnership were the ones participating on the Catchment Management Board: “The board was a 

wonderful opportunity for people who want to have an input”. Another said: “I think we worked 

together to get a fair and balanced plan”.  

Contrast these statements with actors from the other three water sharing committees: “At 

times it was fairly heated…”, “If you need an impression from me, everybody was staking out their 

own territory. They were not compromising. They were still saying „this is my little bit of turf and I 

am not giving away anything.‟” and “We fought tooth and nail to get some things in. Either you 



 131 

have cooperation or confrontation, and they chose confrontation. I said „back off‟ – but they chose 

confrontation”.  

Some actors were involved on both the Board and one of the other Committees. They 

typically said: “…with the Catchment Management Board the views were less polarised so 

therefore you know there was less angst”. The key aspects that led to such clear differentiation were 

the nature of the task, the degree of uncertainty, the diversity of values, mixed loyalties of 

stakeholders, lack of alternatives, no interaction outside the forum process and the actors feeling 

that they had no voice. These aspects are outlined below.  

6.3.1 The nature of the task 

In contrast to all the water committees, the Murrumbidgee Catchment Management Board 

was responsible for developing a ten-year strategic blueprint that outlined how major federal and 

state government funding (such as NHT2 and NAP) would be delivered. The minutes of the Board 

meetings show actors were putting forward suggestions, discussing options, and contributing 

knowledge to develop these objectives. The actors also reported “The main thing is the catchment 

management plans have money attached and they're quite all-encompassing. They say we want to 

do all this, so it‟s more of a positive thing and because of the sheer number of actions there‟s room 

to move and actually achieve a lot. It's not like with the water-sharing plans where it's sort of a 

bottom line and there's no money. It‟s quite different with the water-sharing plans. It's about a 

single issue and it's all about the detail”. That is, the catchment management is an arena with a 

much wider scope and was concerned with allocating additional resources.  

By contrast, not only were the water committees narrowly focused and attempting to 

withdraw resources, the potential outcome was particularly salient for most of the actors involved: 

“There's more to it than just wearing the hat at the meeting. The problem that I see with 

agriculture, and specifically irrigated agriculture, is that we are the only ones that are picking up 
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the tab”. When I asked agriculturalists to elaborate on why they chose not to cooperate with 

environmentalists, one said: “I was of the view that if you are going to war you don‟t have a priest. 

Same thing with these committees and the conservationists and greenies… they don‟t put water on 

your grapes”. Another cited John Mack Carter: “There is distinction between contribution and 

commitment: When making bacon and eggs, the chicken makes a contribution while the pig makes a 

commitment". That is, in developing water-sharing plans, that particular actor‟s interpretation was 

that environmentalists merely contribute, but agriculturalists and licence holders have to make a 

commitment. 

The lack of cooperation seemed to be particularly intense on the Regulated River 

Committee. One facilitator said: “I know the River Management Committee is pretty standard, like I 

could probably nearly write down who'd sit where now if they had the meeting tomorrow, whereas 

in the Board everyone's got an interest. It creates the most polarised views and more angst when 

you‟re locking up farmer‟s water”. Despite the uncomfortable environment, agriculturalists felt 

they had to participate: “Wes don't want to drop out because there's no compensation attached”. 

6.3.2 The degree of uncertainty  

One key challenge was overcoming the lack of information available. Face-to-face forums 

such as the ones that are the focus of this research are said, over time, to reduce actors‟ attention on 

interest-based bargaining and move to science-based problem solving (Sabatier et al., 2005). Work 

done by the previous catchment committee meant that actors in that particular arena could build on 

a history of investment and natural resource information: “…a lot of work had been done in the past 

and we were way ahead”.  

By contrast, the actors involved in the three other committees had to deal with a lack of 

knowledge about the environmental and socio-economic impacts of any decision. This was 

particularly true for the Unregulated Rivers Committee that was concerned with water volumes that 
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are comparatively small and a stream might flow through multiple channels (for example a braided 

stream or have multiple tributaries). A participant reported: “A lot of it‟s been guesswork because 

we‟ve had to come up with a flow level and there isn‟t any data”. The facilitator said “…because 

we were working from a very low information base. There has not been very much monitoring of 

water use in unregulated river streams. They were guessing – guessing at how much water they 

were using and how much was needed. Who knows?” There was also some questioning about the 

accuracy of the data: “Trying to integrate that sort of information into the appraisal was hard 

because a lot of the anecdotal stuff totally contradicted the scientific stuff and people rely more on 

what their neighbours say, even though what their neighbours are telling them is total rot”.  

Lack of data was also an issue for the Regulated River Committee: “…that is the hardest 

thing because there has not been any baseline data. We were looking at getting water into wetlands 

so we had to know how often historically they were inundated and how much water is needed to 

inundate them. And of course you know we had no information on something like that”. Similarly 

participants on the Groundwater Committee also expressed this view: "I found it quite frustrating. 

One particular issue was the social economic analysis and the effects of changes, proposed 

changes. The level of analysis makes a mockery of the idea... I was unhappy with that". 

There was a dimension of asymmetry between the actors involved. The economic impact to 

the actors who held water licences was both specific and salient. By contrast, the environmental 

aspects and the broader social impacts were never clear. Other actors tended to empathise more with 

the agricultural points of view because they had someone explain to them the specific effects on a 

family. “Well the arguments were that if you took water off one set of people, economically you 

were going to disadvantage them. There really were no specific environmental benefits, there were 

no figures”. One irrigator on the Unregulated Rivers Committee who was happy with the outcome 

said: “Looking at a small amount of science that we did have… the environment approach was 

pretty much a precautionary principle: You don't have enough data so let's get everything we can. It 
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is all very well to say that. If we become unviable, then a whole lot of economics and social 

structure changes. We argued very much from that point of view. I think that was the card we 

played very strongly and very well”. 

When information was available, it gave power to that stakeholder group. The Groundwater 

Committee was unique in this regard because there was absolute certainty in the environmental 

allocation: Levels had to be cut back to an estimated sustainable yield, and this was specified as 

being 270,000 ML/yr (48% reduction in current extraction). However, there was uncertainty about 

the socio-economic impact of various options, so: “The main issue all the time was you had two 

bodies within the pumpers. No one wanted to have their allocation reduced and of course you have 

the history of use versus the new entrants: people who have been in that a long time and the people 

who have recently come”. Unlike the two surface water committees, where the debate focused on 

environment versus production, it became a debate among extractive users.  
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6.3.3 The diversity of values 

In Chapter 2 the long history of divergent values between agriculturalists and 

environmentalists was described. Opinions became important in the water reform forums, because 

there were few facts available. As actors within these arenas have different values, it affects their 

judgment of another actors‟ opinions. One environmentalist said: “…they just won‟t budge because 

it is their livelihood. I have great difficulty with these people. The people who are most vocal are 

the same people that take trips overseas each year and drive Mercedes-Benz. I'm afraid I cannot 

sympathise with their financial plight. I know we are taking the water away, I acknowledge that 

farming is hard work. But there has to be a bit more give-and-take”. Similarly, irrigators said: “At 

no stage could the Greens give any indication what the environmental requirements were, what it 

[water]  was needed for, and how much it should be. The Greens want the water but they cannot 

give any justification for what they want. They just want more. There is that overlying agenda that 

the environment gets whatever it needs regardless of costs”. 

This lack of empathy could leave actors defensive and confronted. “When I got onto the 

Unregulated Rivers Committee in the early days it was very much the feeling that we were the 

baddies. We were told that on a regular basis. We were the baddies in the whole situation…by the 

environmental representatives, …by the Department,… by fisheries, … by the EPA. You come out of 

there feeling quite confronted by some of those meetings and by some of the things that were said”.  

6.3.4 Mixed loyalties by participants 

A critical factor affecting whether the groups developed into a partnership was whether 

members had to represent a particular stakeholder group “Boards were set up to be more directors 

than representatives, so their thoughts changed even though most of the Board were on 

Committees. I do not feel we had a huge range of arguments” and “Within the Board the members 

are answerable only to the board. The committees were too parochial, too representative…” 
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One facilitator recalled: “There was an incident a while ago when the irrigators were 

threatening to tar and feather their representatives because they were perceived as not doing their 

job. They had agreed to an environment flow. It was the devil‟s work. So if the irrigator reps 

negotiated and got to agreement they were seen as green hippies. But it was the same with the 

green groups. If the green representatives made an agreement then they were selling out. I think it 

might have been a bit harder for the green groups because they were paid employees of a green 

group and they have people looking over their shoulder. Every participant was responsible to 

bigger groups from very different perspectives”. Because actors are answerable to other groups in 

the river committees, they were ultimately less likely and able to compromise and negotiate. “…the 

water representatives went away from it at a certain stage of consensus and went back to the 

organisation and were told you blokes have let us down, and subsequently came back to the 

committee and said that they were not happy. In this case the representatives got back and realised 

they had not really carried out the wishes of the people they were representing and went back and 

changed their mind”. 

6.3.5 Lack of alternatives 

The actors in all three water sharing committees involved in developing a water-sharing plan 

reported that the process became increasingly one of conflict when, in 2000, the Water Management 

Act came into place and the Minister changed their role from developing a wide ranging 

management plan to focusing only on water allocations. This reduced the number of solutions 

available to be considered. Typical comments include: “…it was this harmonious group and we 

were working well, but then the biggest problem became its limited scope, the boundaries and how 

we could not move around the limited rules. It basically became us and them based on the rules”. 

An actor on the Groundwater Committee stated: “The process was a wank because the big-ticket 

items were taken out of our hands. If the government came in and said this is what we are going to 

do, it would have made things a lot easier”. Perhaps the best examples are that the Regulated River 
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Committee unanimously agreed to a set of environmental rules for the water in 2000, yet in 

developing the water-sharing plan there were eight dissenting reports. Similarly the Groundwater 

Committee had submitted a management plan to the Minister prior to 2000, yet the actors involved 

in the water-sharing plan took the proposed water allocations to court. 

Another example occurred when the government made a decision that all sleeper and dozer 

licences had to be recognised. Sleeper licences are water access licences that are not being used and 

dozer licences are those that are only used during some years. Water users in both the Groundwater 

Committee and the Unregulated Rivers Committee said they were not against allocating water for 

the environment per se, but said the process would have been a lot easier if there was some 

alternative way of recognising sleeper and dozer licences. They felt the recognition of these licences 

artificially inflated water user figures so that actual water use did not reflect what was being 

negotiated. As a result, water users were forced to seek or reduce the amount of water available for 

the environment. They said it might have been better not to recognise or phase out sleeper and dozer 

licences as this would have reduced the need to defend all allocations, whether actual or on paper, 

against environmentalists.  

Some restrictions can be seen as good, as long as it is about setting objective criteria rather 

than narrowing the process and/or scope. For example, there were rigorous criteria about what could 

be included in the catchment blueprints because all objectives had to be SMART (specific, 

measurable, achievable, relevant, and time bound). This meant that the Catchment Board had clear 

decision rules about what could be included in the plan: “We agreed on the idea that we wanted to 

protect our natural resources… [but] exactly how to do that – there was tremendous variation. 

However, we considered all ideas but had to limit them to ones that fitted the SMART criteria”.  
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6.3.6 No interaction outside the forum 

Informal face-to-face discussion such as socialising and joking can be critical for building 

interpersonal trust. When this did not happen, it may have caused problems within the various 

forums. One chair said: “You can‟t just run a committee and get the trust. Interaction occurs 

through a variety of means: a lot of debate and social interaction, free-ranging social interactions 

such as sharing a drink, field trips, and so on. They need to put aside some time for brainstorming 

about new ways of doing things or other options”. The facilitator of the Regulated River Committee 

said: “…another thing that probably doesn't help the whole process probably from the 

environmental side is that often they don't partake in social activities – you know,  the evening 

meal. Some even avoided the same hotel. They're just there for the one day. That was actually 

mentioned by the participants: „They don‟t come to the dinners so what good are they?‟ That gives 

a bit of an eye opener to that trust perspective”. Many studies show social networks build trust by 

providing a range of opportunities for successful collective action and help create mutual 

understanding of each person‟s needs and interests (Johnson & Johnson, 1994; Napier & 

Gershenfeld, 2004).  

6.3.7 Actors feeling they had no voice 

There are a number of factors that can affect whether the actors have a voice in the process. 

First, the chairperson can limit the ability of some actors to express their opinion. In the 

Unregulated Committee the chair had a strong agricultural background and let the committee vote. 

In the interview the chair said: “…to expect consensus one hundred per cent of the time is flying in 

the face of reality. So somewhere along the line you have to let both sides have an opportunity to 

air their views and take a vote” and yet: “…it takes a pretty unfeeling person to really take away 

people‟s livelihoods without compensation”. He even wrote to the three local newspapers in 2001 

saying the water-sharing plan would “…certainly not be anti-farmer or anti-rural”. As there was 

no compensation available to farmers who had their water allocations reduced, there was a bias 
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towards maintaining the status quo. Indeed the facilitator of that same committee said: “The chair 

viewed his comments as being fair to both sides, but the environmental interests did not have this 

view. They complained to me and I tried to nip it in the bud by working with the chair. I knew there 

was a bit of an argument going on, so rather than cater for that argument I tried to have a better 

structured agenda and better processes in place to keep him on track because he tended to go off”.  

Another factor that reduced a participant‟s voice was whether the committee needed to come 

to consensus or could make decisions by majority rules. Reaching consensus does not mean 

everyone agrees, but it does mean they accept the decision. Thus decisions by consensus enhance 

communication within the group because everyone must accept the decision, not simply put things 

to a vote: “Trying to get consensus was interesting. Originally we needed to get consensus. This 

basically made people negotiate. About two or three really strong personalities would drag the 

committee along with them. These people were pretty cluey and could argue quite well. That 

resulted in a first-round water-sharing plan but when it came down to majority voting I think 

certain people felt that they just had to listen and still have their way”. Consensus also changes the 

nature of the discussion: Actors are urged to seek a solution that incorporates all viewpoints, so 

participants must argue more on logic, and must address the group as a whole not just confront and 

criticise individuals. One actor said: “I think some people go in there thinking they are the anointed 

messenger. They go in with some really immovable positions. There comes a point when they 

realise no one is listening. They have not got a free road and the committee is not going to get any 

better”. 

The process became more polarised when the government allowed majority rule decisions. 

Given the interests being represented, two camps quickly emerged: agriculturalists and 

environmentalists. For example on the Regulated River Committee the agriculturalists wanted to 

allocate 25GL, while the environmentalists wanted to allocate 100GL more for the environment. 

Deadlock occurred between the two factions when even government representatives became 
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divided on the issue. When the majority rule decision was implemented, the agriculturalists broke 

the deadlock by putting the decision to a vote and there were more agriculturalists on the 

Committee. Little wonder the environmental interests felt the process was unfair: “The highest 

priority is the environment, but really in the water management plans the irrigators win out. The 

reason why water-sharing plans are different is that it is not by consensus – it is by majority rule. 

And of course when you look at the make-up of the committee
7
 it tends to be very heavily biased 

towards irrigators to the detriment of the environmental representatives”.  

Voting tends to encourage coalitions. Although the actors try to impose their influence on 

the group as a whole, typically none can do so unimpeded so subsets of actors with similar 

preferences form alliances and bargain with other groups. Groups of stakeholders representing the 

same interests therefore tend to form coalitions. Actors appointed as representatives of the same 

stakeholder group sometimes got together before meetings to plan debates, counterarguments, and 

tactics. For example, on the Regulated River Committee: "The irrigator representatives are an old 

boys club, they have been on various boards, and they have ridden out different director-generals 

and various situations. They have been chairs and have been working with people, so they know it 

and they sit as a group". Other actors on the Unregulated Rivers Committee similarly said: "The 

irrigators generally agreed and sit with each other". The dominant coalition is not always visible to 

people outside the process since the committee operates as a group, but the dynamic is one of voting 

and manoeuvring in blocs.  

6.4. Discussion and conclusion 

Although Australian governments have enthusiastically embraced multiple stakeholder 

partnerships in policy decision-making, whether the partnership is realised has rarely been critically 

assessed. A partnership can be defined as parties sharing power and jointly determining 

                                                 
7 Under the legislation each committee was required to have a majority of local landholders. 
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responsibilities for decision-making (Arnstein, 1969). Partnerships involve the development of 

trust, the pooling of resources, and a commitment to goals (Sabatier et al., 2005). A related term in 

the literature, collaboration, is defined as the pooling of resources (money, information, etc.) by two 

or more stakeholders to solve a set of problems (Gray, 1985). In this study the participants in the 

Catchment Management Board reported trusting others as well as sharing resources and knowledge, 

and as such it was the only arena found to have the characteristics truly associated with 

partnerships.  

The catchment management process is an arena focused on how much effort will be 

allocated to a range of resources rather than on how to reduce resource use, and thus is more of a 

public good dilemma than a common pool dilemma. Rational choice theory assumes that people 

attempt to maximise their welfare and, clearly when gaining resources is dependent on mutual 

agreement, cooperation is the best strategy. Socio-psychological theories view trust as arising 

partially from belief compatibility. When the goal of the Board is so broadly defined as to improve 

the health of the catchment, it is hard for any actor not to have belief compatibility. Such a major 

difference between a public good and common pool dilemma in forums is consistent with existing 

typologies of participatory NRM processes outlined in Chapter 3 (e.g., Ross et al., 2002; Selin, 

1999) and with both the IAD and AC frameworks (e.g. Ostrom, Gardner & Walker, 1994; Sabatier 

et al., 2005) that were outlined in Chapter 2. This study provides empirical evidence supporting 

these theoretical frameworks and typologies that suggest the resource context is an important 

consideration.  

There have been many empirical studies of the barriers to participatory NRM. Wondolleck 

and Yaffee (2000) found institutional barriers such as conflicting goals and inflexible policies could 

be barriers to partnerships. Similarly La Chappelle et al. (2003) found that inflexibility and 

changing goal definition could be barriers. Australian research has found that issues about power 

sharing and conflict resolution appear to be significant factors affecting partnerships (Oliver, 



 142 

Whelan & Mackenzie 2005). As shown in table 6.1, the findings in this research are broadly 

consistent with these other empirical studies. The exceptions generally reflect that the water reform 

process is a process of negotiation imposed on stakeholder groups rather than a co-operative NRM 

process. For example social learning was not a critical issue and this might be explained as the 

actors view the situation as one involving conflict, and that social learning is needed only if a 

collaborative approach was possible. Gunningham‟s & Sinclair‟s (2002) Australian synthesis on 

successful partnerships clearly distinguishes compulsion as a critical factor in determining how 

people behave.  

 Researchers (e.g., Warner, 2007; Williams & Ellefson, 1997) have also found that groups 

not only need incentive they also need time. Extensive research by the CSIRO in Queensland has 

also found that partnership success depends on the willingness of participating individuals to take 

time to build trust and work to maintain productive interactions (Bellamy, 1999). The group 

building factors do not fit readily into institutional arrangements that are often organised around 

hierarchies and guided by strict mandates and rules (Warner, 2007). Agencies tend to develop 

specific proposals and maintain their prerogative to state what they want, the information they 

consider relevant, and the issues to be discussed. So another factor that could have influenced 

partnership success in this study was that, while government may have desired a partnership, the 

institutionalised setting may have impeded it from happening. This situation has also been observed 

in studies on the management of local single-use common property resources (Ostrom, 1990; Wade, 

1988), and will be discussed in chapter 8. 
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Table 6.1: Comparison of this research (shown in italics) with other empirical studies 

Theme Studies 

Involvement of key stakeholders is important 1,2,3,5,7,8,12,15 

The forum needs to be seen as legitimate and/or the actors need 

to be seen as legitimate 

1,5,6,10 

Actors need to have the power to make decisions on behalf of 

whom they represent and/or the forum needs to have the power to 

make decisions 

6,7,8 

Actors need to trust each other and be willing to undertake open 

communication 

1,7,8,9,10,11,12,15,16 

Actors need to see that they are independent. Resolving the issue 

can only be achieved by working together 

1,5,6,7,8,10,11 

There needs to be a clear vision and/or strategic direction 1,2,9,11,14,16, 

Actors undertake shared learning of values, experiences, impacts, 

and information 

1,3,4,5,10,12,14,15 

The issues the forum is dealing with or resolving need to be 

salient to the participants 

1,3,7,10,12,15,16 

Actors need to trust each other and spend time building  

relationships 

1,5,6,9,16 

There need to be clear accountability measures given to the 

forum and/or a way to evaluate progress 

1,8,10,11 

Any imbalances in power need to be minimised 7,11,15,16 

There need to be strong leadership and/or facilitation 2,5,7,8,9,16 

There needs to be adequate resourcing, support, and institutional 

arrangements given to the forum 

1,2,3,7,8,11,12 

The approach to problem or issue resolution has to be flexibility 

and/or adaptive 

4,6,11,14,15,16 

1. Long & Arnold (1995), 2.Leach & Pelkey (2001), 3. Warner (2007), 4.Kapoor (2001), 5. Selin et al (2000), 6. 

Williams & Ellefson (1997),  7. Waddock & Bannister (1991),  8. Cavaye (2004), 9. Johnson & Zorn (2003),   

10. Oliver (2004), 11. Watson (2007), 12. Hooper et al. (1999), 13 Bellamy & Johnson (2000), 14.La Chappelle et al. 

(2003), 15 Blahna & Yonts-Shephard (1989), 16.Wondolleck &Yaffee (2000). 

 

According to the institutional design framework, cooperation depends on the severity of a 

problem and the extent to which the actors depend on the resource for their livelihoods (Ostrom, 

1990). In those arenas that were focused on developing water-sharing plans, all actors stated that 

there was a lot of uncertainty about the needs of the environment and risk involved, whereas the 

need for irrigation was both clear and present. There are also considerable asymmetries in whether 

the costs and benefits fell directly on participants. Under such conditions of uncertainty and threat, 

fairness becomes more salient (Miedemam, van den Bos & Vermunt, 2006). So, although human 

economies are generally believed to be more able to adapt to significant changes in water 

management than ecosystems, the situation within the arenas tended to create thinking that gave 
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priority to human needs. This meant that water planning became a debate more about how much 

could be spared from current use than a question about sustainability (Hamstead, et al., 2008). 

Indeed the Land and Environment Court found that water-sharing plans were based on how much 

could be spared from current use rather than, as specified by the legislation, giving priority to the 

environment (National Water Commission, 2005).  

This research revealed an interesting dynamic between an actor's stakeholder identity and 

the interactions within these representative arenas. Each actor is appointed to represent a group of 

stakeholders. People join stakeholder groups because associations with those stakeholders generally 

satisfy their own needs or goals, the task or the activity of the group is rewarding, and/or the other 

person likes the people in the group (Napier & Gershenfeld, 2004). They become involved in these 

forums because they believe they are genuinely empowered to influence planning, they are 

suspicious that the agency and/or the other stakeholders cannot be trusted, or they believe there is a 

need to educate the people involved not to become part of a social group (Cheng & Mattor, 2006). 

The interplay between stakeholder loyalty and motives for participating in these committees means 

that there will always be some forces working against cooperation, particularly when interest groups 

become polarised and factions develop around an issue (Selin & Chevaz, 1995). In such cases, 

conflict between stakeholder groups may lead to actors leveraging some the benefits of being 

involved (e.g. increased knowledge) to white ant the process or engage in gaming behaviour. 

Indeed, this may very well be the reason why the problem is wicked in the first place. This is 

discussed further in Chapters 8 and 10. 

Seminal work by Waddock and Bannister (1991) found that effective partnerships need to 

have the right structural (e.g., clear objectives, feedback, strong leadership); participatory (e.g. 

representatives with authority, issues are salient, a belief that efforts will benefit all) and interactive 

(e.g., trust, interdependence, balanced power) elements. Several components of these elements were 

not present during the water reform process in NSW. Drawing from experiences working on public 
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land controversies, Daniels and Walker (1996) contend that there are some issues that collaborative 

processes are unlikely to resolve, such as those with a history of litigation or issues requiring 

legislation. A reasonable interpretation of the key findings in this chapter is that achieving 

cooperation in collaborative processes is difficult when the design means participation as a narrow 

focus, there are few alternatives, there is asymmetry in both information and impacts, and losses are 

clear, present, and direct to some actors but not to others. Figure 6.2 places these key findings 

within the IAD framework outlined the literature review. Gathering a group of disparate individuals 

with strong competing values and alliances in a room to focus on an imposed agenda that will affect 

the welfare of some but not all actors, and then telling them they have to make a decision in limited 

time and with inadequate information/resources is inevitably problematic. Under such 

circumstances, both agreements and appreciation of interdependences is unlikely and so the notion 

that these arenas are fair, particularly in terms of the corresponding elements of legitimacy and 

comparative equity, is unsustainable. 
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Figure 6.2: Key findings of Chapter 6 (shaded) embedded into the IAD/AC framework  
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Chapter 7: Participant behaviour when forums become 

competitive 

“Whisky is for drinking and water is for fighting about”                 Mark Twain  

7.1 Introduction 

The literature review identified that there were essentially two different perspectives about 

how people can behave in resource dilemmas: for greater community good or for self-interest 

(Warner, 2007). This suggests that the regional governance forums that are the focus of this 

research could exhibit either cooperation or conflict. The previous chapter revealed that there were 

several key factors that meant conflict occurred within the three river committees; most notably 

their focus on competition for a limited resource and structural inequality inherent in the design. 

Whether or not conflict occurs in these forums and how the actors behave under such circumstances 

is important because conflict can be destructive. Conflict can mean actors become involved in a 

struggle for power and influence and this may, in turn, lead to long-term turbulence in any policy 

process (Claremont & Davies, 2005; Susskind & Field, 1996). It is this struggle for power and 

influence that is the focus of this chapter. It asks when a forum is competitive, how do participants 

use power and influence to ensure their views prevail?  

Conflict can be defined as a situation in which one actor (or group) is engaged in opposition 

to another actor (or group) who are pursuing what are, or appear to be, incompatible goals 

(Claremont & Davies, 2005). Depending on the nature of the incompatible goals, conflict can range 

from people simply not agreeing with one another to entrenched and bitter division between two 

groups that leads to wars or revolution (Claremont & Davies, 2005). Low-level conflict can be 

constructive as it challenges process, leads to more critical analysis, stimulates problem solving, and 

can act as a catalyst for change (Napier & Gershenfeld, 2004). That is, low level conflict can 
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encourage these forums to discover new solutions, but intense conflict can be destructive. In this 

context when conflict does occur it makes procedurally fair outcomes difficult to obtain. 

Several researchers have applied conflict resolution theory to analyse various NRM forums 

in Australia (e.g. Alviano, 1995; Elix, 2006; Prior, 2003). These studies show that strongly-held 

values are often an important source of conflict. These studies also suggest how environmental 

dispute resolution (EDR), alternative dispute resolution (ADR), conciliation, or arbitration might 

have been used ex post to resolve these situations and obtain a more procedurally fair outcome (e.g. 

Elix, 2006; Prior, 2003). Such findings are therefore consistent with the grounded theoretical 

literature on conflict resolution (e.g., Susskind & Field, 1996). While the Australian research 

provides an ex post solution, it is important to note there have been ex ante applications of conflict 

resolution techniques. Indeed, entire countries have successfully used conflict resolution techniques 

to solve water disputes (Dimitrov, 2002).  

This thesis takes a multi-theoretical approach to explore how stakeholder committees are 

part of a broader struggle by advocacy groups to influence environmental policy and how the 

participants who represent those advocacy groups seek to gain prominence within the debate. 

Having shown that with the exception of the Catchment Management Board, the struggle between 

participants is largely one involving conflict and power plays, the chapter focuses on the tactics and 

strategies that actors use (Figure 7.1). Actors and/or coalitions can use a range of tactics, both overt 

and covert, to exercise influence as well as power over others in each arena. 
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Figure 7.1: The focus of Chapter 7 using the IAD/AC framework– the interactions in the forums  

  

7.2 Methods 

The data used in this chapter was part of the methodology outlined in more detail in Chapter 

6. That is, the data were drawn from the in-depth, in-person, semi-structured interviews of 

participants who represented either landholder or environmental interests involved in the water 

reform process. As the all Catchment Management Board participants said the environment was 

generally cooperative, these interviews were excluded from the analysis in this particular chapter. 

Data analysis involved open and axial coding using the software package NVivo to identify 

predominant themes. 
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7.3 Results 

The coding suggests that there are three broad types of response to conflict by the actors, 

namely accepting the situation, struggling to gain influence within a forum, or attempt to gain 

influence outside the forum. These three clusters are discussed in more detail. 

7.3.1 Accepting the situation 

Perhaps the most extreme form of acceptance that the power of one group will dominate is 

simply to stop participating and let it happen. In this regard, several environmental representatives 

often gave up and resigned during the process on each of the Groundwater, Unregulated, and 

Regulated River Committees because the representatives felt they did not have a voice. One 

agriculturalist explained the reason for an environmentalist leaving as: “It started out we had Julia
8
 

and Brad from Griffith who both left after about a year. They felt it was not going to go the way that 

they wanted it to go. Brad was a very nice guy but he was very much an environmentalist and he 

could see that it wouldn‟t be by consensus and so he left”.  

Another form of acceptance is to recognise that power resides elsewhere but continue to 

participate. This situation caused grief to the actors representing the Murrumbidgee Groundwater 

Pumpers Association in the Groundwater Committee. Unlike the other forums where the discussion 

on reducing water allocations could be negotiated by contesting environmental water allocations 

between various interests, in the groundwater situation government would reduce the allocation to 

groundwater pumpers once a sustainable level of extraction was specified. Under these 

circumstances, it became apparent interviewees reported feelings similar to grief. All of Kübler-

Ross‟s (1969) stages of grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance could be 

identified. An example of denial was: “They still can‟t see cuts coming… what we have now is 

devastation for all those guys”. An example of anger was: “Crapping on for three years and they 

                                                 
8 all names in this thesis are pseudonyms 
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are going to do this anyway so we are wasting our bloody time”. An example of bargaining was: “I 

continued participating because it was then a case of buying the best possible outcome from a very 

crappy situation”. Depression came in the form of loss of sleep and emotional breakdowns: “... it 

nearly sent me around the twist. I had to eventually dump my involvement because I had two panic 

attacks”. The final stage of grief, acceptance, came as the painful reality of the loss began to sink 

in. Licence holders then looked for other avenues such as taking the plan to court in a class action, 

buying additional properties with water licences, or pleading directly with the state and federal 

governments for compensation. 

7.3.2 Struggle to gain influence within the forum 

The ways that actors stated they attempted to gain influence and exert power in each forum 

were coded into seven themes. These were persuasion, goal interference, stereotyping and 

vilification, stratification, forming coalitions, bluffing, and voting. 

Persuasion: One form of power occurs when actors attempt to make others see their point of 

view. One participant said: “If we become unviable, then a whole lot of economics and social 

structure changes. We argued very much from that point of view. I think that was the card we 

played very strongly and very well”. Support of the impact of this argument came from a 

government representative on that same committee who stated: “What have you got to guide you 

other than knowledge and your conscience. I could see the impact on farmers could be significant. 

So why make it impossible for ten people to live in Tarcutta?”. 

Discussion was commonly said to be emotional and highly charged. One participant 

reported that: “These two were often fighting… and there was another one, so you had these three 

people all disagreeing and it went on and on and on. They weren‟t going to discuss things in a 

rational manner”. Another said “…in the River Management Committee the chairman wanted to 

resign, the committee had walk outs, and all that sort of thing. It was not a tea party”.  
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Goal interference: Conflicting values between agriculturalists and environmentalists might 

be assumed to be the only source of conflict. However, conflict in the water sharing committees 

tended to be focused on goal interference with those actors who oppose another participant‟s view 

rather than clashes of values. A good example occurred in the Groundwater Committee. As stated in 

Chapter 6, the committee was the only arena in my study where the state government had set an 

environmental benchmark that was non-negotiable. One participant said: “A lot of the time there 

was conflict between water users because they represent different water use. One is a recent user 

and the other is a long time user, so they argue about history of use. It became guys that were in 

versus guys that wanted to be in or missed out getting licences”. Yet the agriculturalists stated 

environmentalists were “pretty good” as they “all had an opinion but were reasonable”. 

Another example of goal interference occurred in the Regulated River Committee. Here 

water can be allocated between the environment, high security, or general security. Under current 

arrangements on regulated rivers, water that is not taken up by high security licences is given to 

general security licence holders. Despite general security licence holders arguing at a national level 

that farmers should own water, they argued against ownership in this regional committee because it 

would mean they would then have to buy the water that high security licence holders did not use. 

The high security licence holders said: “One thing in the process that stunned us was that they 

would work so actively to undermine the property rights in the fellow irrigator when we‟re all 

working together at a state/national level to get the same property rights. It has absolutely 

fascinated us that they would actively undermine the higher property rights and therefore of course 

undermine their own”. This is an example of a stakeholder group legitimising certain arguments 

while discrediting others based on self-interest despite an obvious dissonance.  

Stereotyping and vilification: A social stereotype is a set of beliefs about the personal 

attributes of a group of people (Enayati, 2002). Typical comments from the interviews include: 

“The greenies were pushing it long and hard. They were the main trouble makers”. Other examples 
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include non-local environmental interests being stereotyped as “…from beyond the sandstone 

divide”, being “arm chair conservationists”, or “bloody greenies”. Even the government 

representatives get stereotyped: “…obviously the EPA's more aligned with the environmental side 

and the Department of Agriculture is I suppose more irrigator focussed. I suppose, you know, we all 

like to feel comfortable and know where everyone sits”. 

Such stereotyping was related to whether actors were part of the local community and how 

much goal interference was occurring. A good example of the relationship between stereotyping 

and where an actor is from was obtained from interviews of participants on the Groundwater 

Committee: “Most of the people on the Groundwater Committee are locally based. Even the 

conservation interests have a strong association with the area. There seems to be a lot closer 

empathy with the community compared to people from environmental portfolio who wanted to push 

the policy line”. Yet, because this arena is structured in a way that pits some farmers against other 

farmers, one farmer said: “Clark is a nice bloke but not a fair-dinkum farmer. All I can see is a 

wanker like that affecting our livelihood”. 

One of the most interesting events of stereotyping and vilification happened in the 

Regulated River Committee. One of the environmental interests was a local farmer and community 

member. A number of people including the facilitator stated that she was forced to resign after a 

few months because the vilification was not only occurring in the committee, but also in her local 

community. Indeed the intensity of the vilification was such that that actor had trouble continuing to 

run the family business. “She had a property located a lot further down the catchment. Although 

her heart was in the environmental side, she was having repercussions as far as farming people not 

buying their sheep and other produce. So she decided that rather than have that conflict of interest 

it was better that she just quit”. The person from the Nature Conservation Council who replaced 

that local representative was an employee from Sydney. In the interview with that new person, he 

stated “I was seen as a city greenie. The other local representative would stay silent but I would 
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raise things that were objectionable because I did not have to live in that community. It was 

partially a ploy to give a stronger environmental voice but also a realisation that a lot of 

conservation minded people who live inland cannot afford to be that outspoken all the time: they 

end up having to leave town”.  

Stratification: One key way a group might gain power within an arena is to show that a 

position is somehow objectively superior (e.g., has legislative backing). In the Unregulated Rivers 

Committee the actors had very little information on which to base their decision, so they started to 

make some decisions based on the little information available rather than follow the process stated 

under the legislation. That is rather than determining environmental needs; they looked at the 

allocations and worked backwards. This alienated the environmentalists: “…when it comes down to 

it, the first thing that needs to be dealt with is environment. They needed to set aside this amount of 

flow for environment purposes and then work out what's left”. And “The way the water was being 

distributed, the flow classes, basically the way it was done was how much the land holders needed, 

how much to the towns need, and what was left over was given to the environment. So it was 

working back to front”. Indeed, environmental groups went to the Land and Environment court 

arguing that under the legislation, environmental needs must come first. The court upheld this 

particular principle. 

Another example of trying to suggest that a position takes priority occurred in the early days 

of the Murrumbidgee Regulated River Committee. A major point of debate was about flow 

translucency
9
 from dams. The irrigators wanted to do away with translucency during drought years, 

while the environmentalist argued there should always be an environmental allocation (even if it 

was a trade-off between wet and dry years). After all, the environment under the legislation was the 

first priority. 

                                                 
9 Flow translucency is a concept that suggests the flows out of a dame should mimic the flows in. 
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Coalitions: A coalition is an alliance among entities where the actors cooperate in joint 

action, each in their own self-interest. In each forum there are the more obvious coalitions centred 

around people representing the same stakeholder group: “Yeah the irrigator reps are the old boys 

club. They've been in water committees since they were nearly born I think. They come to the 

committee, they have ridden out different director-generals and various situations. They have been 

chairs and have been working with people, so they know it and they sit as a group". These 

coalitions sometimes got together before meetings to plan debates, counterarguments, and tactics. 

Several interviewees, including executive support staff, also said that they noticed some 

participants‟ behaviour was simply to always side with members of the same coalition. Even the 

chair of the Regulated River Committee stated that people tended to vote for things as blocks.  

However, coalitions are not always based around representation and can readily form under 

other situations. This is because negotiation is largely centred around the relative pay-off of a 

decision, so actors may be willing to concede partial payment to some actors in order to win enough 

votes to get a benefit. To illustrate, under current arrangements on regulated rivers throughout 

NSW, water that is not taken up by high security licence holders is given to general security licence 

holders. To counteract the numerical superiority of general security licence holders on the 

Regulated River Committee in this study, high security licence holders at one stage formed a 

temporary coalition with environmentalists by suggesting that both groups split the water that had 

previously been given away to general security. Instead of continuing to provide the water that high 

security licences holders did not use to other irrigators for free, it was proposed that high security 

licence holders would give 50% of that water to the environment in exchange for being able to sell 

the other 50% on the market. In effect this was a way to gain support from actors representing 

environmental values, while still enabling high security licence holders to gain water they could sell 

as a commodity to other farmers. 
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Some similar coalitions were hastily arranged around other decisions. One water user on the 

Groundwater Committee was in conflict with another water user so: "I rang an environmentalist 

and asked him if he would support the vote. He said „Yes‟. And I rang the other environmentalists 

and he said he would support me too".  

Bluffing: Sometimes actors simply pretended that an alternative being considered had a 

particular outcome, without actually knowing it did. One example of this was the cease-to-pump 

rules for different types of licence holders on Unregulated Rivers Committee. At one stage the 

irrigators were going to be cut back substantially, until one of them used the participants‟ bias not to 

incur undue economic hardship and bluffed an outcome: “It was a bit courageous. I went up to the 

other dairy farmer and said we should have a go at 15 [a particular cease-to-pump level] without 

having any factual information, so I went to Stan and said we won‟t back off. We‟ll say it will cause 

us harm. There was certainly going to be no consensus but in the end the chairman put it to a vote 

and in the end it was unanimous except for two people – the conservationists”. In response a 

government staff member who was participating said:  “I could see an environment so stuffed in 

Tarcutta that it could not be improved with any number of megalitres. Yet the impact it could have 

on farmers was said to be significant– you know do we want everyone to go and live in Sydney?” 

Thus with a degree of uncertainty about impact and a desire to minimise economic impact, those 

with local knowledge had considerable power. 

Voting: When decisions are made by majority vote, numbers become all important. Under 

the legislation, local landholders had to be the majority on the committee and therefore the 

environmental representatives did not have equal numbers, so it really came down to environmental 

interests trying to get the numbers through persuasion or through alliances with others such as 

agency representatives or indigenous interests. Some actors were all too aware of the power of 

numbers: “There is no point in having discussion after getting to yes” and “All I had to do was 

convince one more person. Once I had him, I asked for a vote”. 
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Actors also used unusual circumstances to their advantage. In the Groundwater Committee: 

“The biggest impact I had was limiting lowest-level users. I am not well liked for it. We had to make 

a decision out of committee and respond by fax. Bob rang me and said „What do you think?‟.  I said 

„let‟s go with the recommendation‟. But unbeknown to Bob I had lobbied everyone on the 

Committee by phone and won the argument to limit low-level users”. Similarly on the Regulated 

River Committee: “The day the plan was to be voted on, Roger‟s mum had just died and another 

green rep‟s daughter was giving birth and the two Aboriginal reps were away. If they had all been 

there it would have been an even vote”. 

7.3.3 Attempting to gain influence outside the forum 

Actors moved to other arenas outside these forums. For example, when a decision went 

against the Irrigator‟s Council in the Murrumbidgee Regulated Rivers process, the CEO of that 

organisation stated: “We had about two weeks of negotiation with the Department and the 

Minister‟s office letting them know that we weren‟t happy with that rule and then Parliament 

gazetted the plan with that rule. We then had a three month window of opportunity to challenge the 

water-sharing plan and so we lodged a challenge”. This quote shows how groups moved through 

different arenas seeking to be heard. Many other actors who represented stakeholder groups 

reported similar behaviour (for full details see Chapter 10). This included seeing the Minister, going 

to the media, phoning the senior staff, going to shadow ministers, or seeking other more influential 

organisations to assist taking the message forward. 

Participants used the behaviour of their opponents to justify such actions. Actors often 

impugned the motives and actions of their opponents while they perceived themselves as 

reasonable. “I don't enjoy some of the shit that goes on. In fact I believe the environmental side is 

the worst side. They are not willing to be pragmatic at all. It was extremely frustrating. You have 

people representing the environment who are just trying to win an argument. They also have 
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Sydney on their side. They do this simply so they can go back to the group and say „We had a win‟”. 

The literature calls this behaviour devil shift (Sabatier et al., 2005).  

Devil shift occurs because people generally: i) are suspicious of others with dissimilar 

beliefs; and ii) tend to remember lost policy battles more than  wins. This makes people highly 

susceptible to exaggerating the influence and maliciousness of their opponents, which in turn 

strengthens their ties with others who are in the same coalition. “I asked them what is their mandate 

and they said „Returning all the land west of the Great Dividing Range to its pristine state‟. They 

are off the planet”. Another example was that in one interview an actor referred to the high security 

users as: "Here they are being offered more because they are a pain in the arse. And they are off to 

Sydney to try and get their full allocation" and made similar comments referring to environmental 

interests: “There were groups from Sydney that had their fixed views and people were told to vote 

in a particular way”. Yet he bragged he had the power to talk immediately to the Director-General 

and justified it by saying: “There is no use sitting inside the tent when everyone is on the outside 

pissing in”. 

As opponents seem to have extraordinary power, it becomes justified in the eyes of other 

actors to turn to other sources of power, including those arenas outside the forum. By turning to 

these alternative sources, actors can become more powerful. In the Regulated River Committee, an 

actor representing environmental interests went to the media: “I was most aware of the power I 

wielded and broke the Committee‟s agreed rules on the media. I went to the Sydney Morning 

Herald and got them to write an article about the inadequacies of the water-sharing plan and a 

veiled threat that it would go to court. I wanted to make the government very much aware that our 

organisation was not going to let the plan go ahead unchallenged in court. I was very hesitant to do 

it – but in the end I thought the committee process broke down long ago”. In that particular 

situation, the environmentalist felt he was always being overruled by the agriculturalists (see 

Chapter 6, section 6.3.7) and as a result he said the advocacy group he represented responded by 
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leaking the plan to the press, making direct appeals to Cabinet, and eventually forcing the Premier, 

Bob Carr, to resolve the situation by getting him to send the plan back for revision.  

Another example occurred when one group of stakeholders tried to get an agency 

representative taken off the committee. “There was very poor representation from the agency in 

some of the votes, and it was because their representative refused to be more like-minded and it 

infuriated me. I wrote a letter to the Minister and in the end the Minister ended up saying 

„Everything is hunky-dory. Don‟t worry‟, but that was a problem. That was one of the most farcical 

things. I have never come across that in any other committee. It was just a complete agency break 

down. Our opponents used it to very good effect because they were on very good terms with this 

particular representative”. 

Indeed, the fact that various environmental and agricultural interest groups appealed 12 out 

of the 36 water-sharing plans in the NSW Land and Environment Court indicates a general lack of 

satisfaction with the process and a willingness to escalate the discussion outside the forum process 

to the legal arena. 

7.4 Discussion and conclusion 

Despite this study showing conflict being commonplace, such conflict is generally regarded 

as something to be avoided. For example, the government promoted the process as being one 

involving cooperation rather that conflict throughout the entire period. Several researchers (e.g. 

Alviano, 1995; Elix, 2003; Prior, 2003) have suggested that conflict resolution theory should be 

applied to community participation processes in natural resource management. This chapter 

revealed that, in order to achieve a preferred outcome, actors responded to other actors in these 

adversarial situations by using various forms of power and influence (Figure 7.2). Some accepted 

the situation, while others sought to use various forms of power both within and outside the arena. 
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Figure 7.2: Key findings of Chapter 7 (shaded) using the IAD/AC framework 

 
In situations, such as the Groundwater Committee, where there is little or no way for some 

actors to use various sources of power to reduce any impact of a decision, actors either walked away 

or suffered grief. There are a number of empirical studies that show perceptions about the efficacy 

of opponents are an important factor shaping participation (see Weible, 2008). However, grief has 

generally not been discussed in the literature on participatory NRM. It includes denial which is a 

defence mechanism consisting of an unconscious, selective blindness that protects a person from 

facing intolerable deeds and situations (Opotow & Brook, 2003). Theories of psychological stress 

suggest that people employ denial and inaction in order to lessen their fear and anxiety when a 

hazard is uncontrollable. This research found that there was selective inattention by groundwater 

licence holders to the threat of a 48% reduction in their water entitlement. Such grief is thought to 

be different from other kinds of trauma because it is associated with a loss of control rather than a 

lack of control (Edelstein, 1988). Some aspects of this research, such as actors feeling guilt about 

not being able to do more for their stakeholder group, and distrust and anger towards a perceived 
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agent of change (i.e., government) rather than the unsustainability of extraction itself, is generally 

consistent with other psychological research on grief (Gardner & Stern, 1996).  

Perhaps the most obvious form of power used by actors in these arenas was forcing issues to 

a vote. However, there were more complex ways to influence debate such as to suggest a 

stakeholder group has a right or legislative priority (stratification). This is because rights are more 

broadly positional and this makes the opportunities for a range of solutions limited for any decision 

and hopefully biased toward a particular stakeholder group‟s point of view. The example of 

stratification being used during deliberations in the Regulated River Committee shows how 

stakeholders will take an interpret legislation as a weapon for stratification.  

The literature review cited Young‟s (2000) argument that recognition is a component of 

fairness. Specifically, lack of recognition, through insults and devaluation, directly hurts the 

stakeholder group and the people within that group as well as tarnishing the image of that group 

within the broader social group. In this study participants used difference, politics, power, and 

alienation to isolate other actors who were seen as not belonging. Assaults on identity can be 

particularly confronting because they threaten one‟s basic understanding, and sense, of oneself. The 

impact of this form of stereotyping also increases when difficult decisions have to be made because 

strong emotions like anxiety, irritation, and anger arise and overshadow our judgement (Enayati, 

2002). Thus in the Groundwater Committee, licence holders who might have otherwise viewed each 

other as good friends became to view eac other as “not fair dinkum farmers” and “wankers”.  

Stereotyping also serves to bond a coalition together. Behavioural consistency is assured 

when the schema developed becomes internalised (i.e., when an individual accepts a position label). 

Both Kusel (1996) and McGinnis (1996) have shown that many watershed stakeholders ascribe to a 

bioregionalist philosophy where the watershed defines who can participate. A great deal of social 

psychological research clearly identifies the characteristics of groups including preference for one‟s 
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own group, hostility toward other groups, between-group contrast effects, and within-group 

assimilation and differentiation. Empirical studies using minimal group theory show that merely 

seeing yourself as part of a group leads people to discriminate against the out group in favour of 

their own group (Riketta, 2005). People in a group are also more likely to agree with a decision by 

that group, rather than that of a different group, even if it is obviously wrong (Napier & 

Gershenfeld, 2004).Thus stereotyping helps solidify a coalition. In other words, stereotyping 

behaviour in this way is not just functional, but expressive: it provides a sense of security for the 

actor.  

This research revealed that many actors view their opponents as being more powerful and 

more obstructionist than they actually are. For example one agriculturalist believed the 

environmental representatives wanted to return everyting west of the divide back to its natural state. 

Other research on similar forums has shown that actors accuse others of having access to other more 

powerful arenas, and will see the motives and actions of their opponents as unreasonable while they 

perceive their own similar actions as reasonable (Sabatier et al., 2005). It creates justification for 

actors to break informal institutions and social norms associated with a forum. In this research these 

actions included seeing the Minister, going to the media, phoning senior staff, contacting shadow 

ministers, or seeking other more influential organisations to assist taking a message forward. 

Andrew and Edwards (2004) point to a number of studies that show when such forum shopping 

takes place by representatives of larger groups, there always tends to be someone in an office that 

will listen.  The degree of conflict, participation, and justification to use other sources of power 

outside these forums to a great extent depends on the ability of the facilitating government agency 

to deal with, and neutralise this behaviour (Donovan & Jackson, 1991). When an actor moves 

outside these forums it becomes destructive, is seen as unfair by others, and extracts high social and 

economic costs (Claremont & Davies, 2005). 
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Although government promoted these forums as a partnership, the results show that these 

arenas engage stakeholders who, in representing a variety of interest and beliefs, frequently engage 

in heated negotiation. While a number of governance processes, such as Catchment Management 

Boards focus on optional and coercive outcomes, others, such as the water-sharing plans, deal with 

enforced zero-sum outcomes that may directly threaten participants‟ livelihoods. This creates a 

forum where actors compete with opponents to transform their objectives into a plan or policy 

before the opponents can do the same. To be effective, participants structure their interactions into 

coalitions or risk being overwhelmed by political opponents. 

To conclude, this chapter shows that coercion and power plays were inherent features of the 

multi-stakeholder forums that focused on developing water-sharing plans. Over 15 years ago 

Donovan and Jackson (1991) suggested that such conflict may well be the cost of allowing 

participation in decision-making. Similarly Hillman (2006) showed how a range of community 

values and interests inevitably led to disagreement and conflict over water allocations in the Hunter 

Valley, NSW. Actors in this study responded to the circumstances by either accepting and 

submitting to them, using power and influence inside the forum, or by attempting to gain power and 

influence by using other arenas outside the forum. Theories of fairness would suggest that both 

submission and that moving outside any forum would be perceived by some of the actors as 

procedurally unfair.  

What makes this research perhaps unusual is the intensity of the conflict despite government 

rhetoric that the process was meant to be both fair and cooperative. This raises questions about 

intent or incompetence. Was the rhetoric associated with water reform intentional and part of a 

superficial policy, or was it that the design elements for dealing with conflict management was 

flawed? Indeed is it at all possible to design representative multi-stakeholder forums focused on 

highly contested environmental issues such as water in a way that minimises the temptation of 

actors to use undue influence or power? These issues are the focus of the next chapter. 



 164 

Chapter 8: Predicting the behaviour of participants in these 

forums  

 “There are games out there it seems”.   State Government Deputy Director General  

8.1 Introduction 

Politics and policy making is not simply about finding solutions for pressing problems, but 

also about finding formats that generate trust and cooperation among various stakeholders (Hajer & 

Wagenaar, 2003). Yet the political and administrative spheres, in their understandable focus on 

achieving results, may give insufficient attention to process – except when processes impinge on 

attributes such as accountability (Head & Stewart, 2007). The research so far has shown that when 

forums are narrowly focused and focused on changing traditional allocation of resources, actors can 

use a range of strategies to influence the process. Some of these strategies are not consistent with 

theories of fairness. So the question arises as to whether it is at all possible to design representative 

multi-stakeholder forums focused on highly contested environmental issues such as water in a way 

that minimises the temptation of actors to use influence or power unfairly. This is the focus of this 

chapter. In particular it asks if power and influence affect these forums, could participant behaviour 

have been predicted by government and then used to make the process fair? 

The nature of the question in this chapter is largely the province of public choice theory in 

political science. Although public choice analysis has roots in positive analysis ("what is") is often 

used for normative purposes ("what ought to be"), that is, to identify a problem or suggest how a 

system could be improved by changes in constitutional rules. A key formulation of public choice 

theory is in terms of rational choice and these can be represented a number of ways such as game 

theory. 

Game theory, which is described below, has been used to illustrate how the rules about 

resource use can generate positive outcomes for small communities (Ostrom, 2005). It has also been 
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used to describe a range of dilemmas including those faced by fishing communities in Kenya and 

those faced by people using Balinese water temples. In addition it has also been used in 

international relations. For example, Nelson (1992) applied it to power and interaction in American 

trade policy. Game theory is generally considered to be an appropriate tool for analysing any 

strategic interaction that involves a limited number of actors engaged in purposeful action (Scharpf, 

1997). This suggests that game theory might be a useful tool to describe how the rules about 

resource use led to the behaviours described in the previous chapter. 

The challenge for designers of participatory forums is that, despite cooperative, competitive, 

and individualistic goals being present, cooperative goals must dominate. Although previous 

research has provided policy-makers with some broad principles (see Davidson et al., 2006; 

Margerum, 1999; Mitchell, 2007), there still remains a knowledge gap about how to fine-tune the 

process given the institutional context. Yet policy-makers and their advisors are enthusiastically 

embracing regional governance processes despite many warnings that institutional design needs 

careful consideration (Rhodes, 2007; Smithers & Wilson, 2005). Game theory therefore might not 

be useful solely as a descriptive tool, but also as a predictive tool for policy analysts to use when 

designing arrangements so that they can encourage a cooperative environment within an arena. 

8.2 Game theory 

Game theory is widely used in the economic and social and behavioural sciences (Osbourne, 

2004). It is often used to model people‟s behaviour when they are faced with a social dilemma 

(Kollock, 1998), or for understanding the strategies people use to negotiate and bargain (Rubin & 

Brown, 1975). It may therefore provide an appropriate theoretical framework for analysing regional 

governance processes that attempt to resolve appropriate use of a scarce resource. 

 Game theory assumes that people make rational choices. People calculate the likely costs 

and benefits of any action before deciding what to do, and choose the best action according to their 
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preferences (Osbourne, 2004). These assumptions have been the subject of ongoing debate, 

however, they are valid when providing straightforward causal explanations, such as in this chapter 

(Lovett, 2006). In a social dilemma the long term preference for all actors is a solution that 

increases the well-being of all parties. However, when faced with competing decisions about 

resource allocations, stakeholders seemingly prefer irrational short-term outcomes that maximize 

differences between themselves and other groups (Opotow & Brook, 2003). When someone is 

representing a stakeholder group, these short-term outcomes might be particularly salient as any 

choice also has social costs and benefits (e.g., potential for alienation, enhanced status, etc.) not 

only those to do with resource distribution.  

A game is said to exist if the actions of groups or individuals are interdependent, that is all 

actors affect the outcome. The model of any game consists of a set of players (in this case actors), a 

set of actions for each player, and finally a set of preferences over the set of action profiles 

(Osbourne, 2004). It is assumed that each player takes the best action according to their particular 

preference among the range of actions available to them (i.e. they makes a rational choice). More 

precisely, the theory of rational choice assumes each player‟s preference (u) and the benefit 

received from that decision (v) will be related for any two choices (A or B), or more specifically 

when v(A) > v(B) then u(A) > u(B). 

Each player‟s action in a game generally depends on the other players‟ options. So, in a 

game all players choose their actions according to the model of rational choice, given their belief 

about other players‟ behaviour. All players‟ beliefs are derived from their past experience in playing 

the game, and the experience is sufficiently extensive that they know how their opponents will 

behave (Osbourne, 2004). Two player models are generally expressed as two-by-two tables 

showing the preference for each player (see Figure 8.1). The classic game (called a prisoner‟s 

delimma) is generally presented as a matrix where two people suspected of a major crime are held 

in separate cells (Figure 8.1a). There is only enough evidence to convict them on a minor crime (1 
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year in prison) unless someone confesses. The police make an offer of freedom to both suspects, but 

only if they inform first. That is, the betrayer goes free and the silent accomplice receives the full 

10-year sentence. If they both inform at the same time they will spend two years in prison. The 

dilemma arises when one assumes that both prisoners only care about minimising their own goal 

terms. A wide range of situations can be represented using variations of this framework including 

war, jury members deciding on a verdict, animals fighting over prey, and legislators' voting 

behaviour under pressure from interest groups (Osbourne, 2004).  

 In the context of this chapter, each policy option faced by a forum is viewed as a strategic 

game of interacting decision-makers, or players, each with a set of available actions and preferences 

over a range of different policy outcomes. To date, game theory has been used to interpret the 

operation of water markets (Faysse, 2003; Tisdell & Harrison, 1992) and farmers‟ actions to reduce 

eutrophication (Lundqvist, 2001). These studies suggest that game theory can be a powerful and 

appropriate tool for analysing strategic interaction between a limited number of actors involved in 

purposeful negotiation. This is particularly true if we want to base our interest in analysing regional 

governance processes on the assumptions that representatives of natural resource user stakeholder 

groups comprise self-interested actors who respond to policy options based on the incentives and 

information available to them and that the institutions (i.e., rules, laws, norms, etc.) that facilitate 

the process help determine how each participant can be rewarded. 

8.3 Methods 

The participants were from four different forums all operating within the one region: the 

Murrumbidgee Catchment Management Board, the Murrumbidgee Unregulated Rivers Committee, 

the Murrumbidgee Groundwater Committee, and the Murrumbidgee Regulated River Committee. 

The decision-making process in these forums was used to plot the basic game in each arena (Table 

8.1). The data used were drawn from the in-depth, in-person, semi–structured interviews of 

participants who represented either environmental or landholder interests that were mentioned in 
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Chapter 4. To triangulate the interviews, the chairs and facilitators of each forum were interviewed, 

and the meeting minutes were obtained where possible.  

8.4 Participant strategies 

8.4.1 Catchment Management Board 

The actors were required to develop a 10-year plan called a blueprint for integrated 

catchment management. Blueprint actions are not compulsory because blueprints are advisory, not 

regulatory in nature. The plan would give overall direction for managing the water resource and 

direct broad investment through NHT and NAP (Murrumbidgee Catchment Management Board, 

2003). The key mechanism for developing the plan was to have a few specific objectives that would 

be expressed in a way that met criteria
10

 set by the state government. That is, the plan could 

encompass a range of NRM issues (and thus participant values) as long as the objectives were 

expressed in a way that met the criteria. The plan had to be consensual within the forum, and the 

benefits associated with the blueprint (through NHT and NAP investment) were not directed to 

specific landholders but more broadly to address regional natural resource management issues. In 

the model for this game (Figure 8.1a), cooperation is the best strategy for both landholders and 

environmentalists (3/3) as it leads to increased regional investment (Figure 8.1, section b). 

Defection means reduced priority on the issues important to each stakeholder (2/1) or at worst no 

investment (0/0) because, for the plan to be accredited by government, it must be a group effort. 

                                                 
10 Objectives had to be SMART- specific, measurable, achievable, realistic and timetabled 
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Table 8.1: Summary of the regional governance processes 

Forum Catchment 

Management 

Board 

Unregulated 

Rivers Committee 

Groundwater 

Committee 

Regulated 

River 

Committee 

Key players 

(actors) 

Environmental 

representatives, 

landholders, and 

government 

representatives 

Environmental 

representatives, 

water users (both 

irrigators and stock 

and domestic), and 

government 

representatives 

Environmental 

representatives, 

pumpers (both 

irrigators and 

stock and 

domestic), 

landholders, and 

government 

representatives 

Environmental 

representative, 

water users 

(both small-

scale irrigators 

and stock and 

domestic 

users), and 

government 

representatives 

Management 

responsibility 

Overall natural 

resource 

management 

including water 

quality 

Flows in non-

dammed river 

systems 

Extraction by 

various users 

affecting aquifer 

and shallow 

groundwater 

levels 

Flows in 

dammed river 

systems 

Type of plan Advisory (largely 

incentive based) 

Statutory Statutory Statutory 

Method/rules Develop a strategy 

(blueprint) with 

specific natural 

resource 

management 

(including water) 

targets 

Flows cannot be 

controlled, so 

cease-to-pump 

rules are set for 

different types of 

users. 

Reduce overall 

entitlement so 

as to achieve 

ecologically 

sustainable yield 

Flows are 

controlled by 

major 

government-

owned dams. 

Limit the 

volume used 

by limiting 

allocation to 

water users. 

 

With equal membership, the ability to include a diversity of issues (and participant 

concerns), consensual decision making, and an outcome not directly affecting the participants, the 

theory of rational choice might suggest that this game would be one of relatively low conflict.  

Consistent with the above, participants on the Catchment Management Board viewed the 

experience positively. Comments from participants included “It's probably good for the 

Murrumbidgee that the Catchment Management Board was fairly information–based and more of a 

social outing”. In one interview it was stated that the Board process was not as hard-fought as other 
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forums because “…you did not have the catchment blueprint participants looking after their own 

interests”. Similarly, another participant said: "The committees were too parochial but the boards 

were much better. People tended to think more like directors".  

When asked why the above occurred, several comments were also made about the rules of 

the game, including: “We came to a compromise because that was another thing the board was 

meant to do. We were not allowed to pass anything. It was by compromise, not by vote”. When 

asked to elaborate, the emphasis was on the common ground between the actors: It was a win–win 

game. “I think it is a bit more… everyone's got an interest…well salinity everyone's got a common 

goal and probably the same for soils”. 
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Figure 8.1: Water Policy Games: Modelling the preferences for each of the four forums in the 

Murrumbidgee.  

Various two player (or actor) games are shown. Each player has a choice of two actions: 

cooperate or defect. Each action has different sets of benefits (+) or penalties (-). For example, in 

section a) each player has the least to lose (-) by cooperating, but if only one of them cooperates, 

and the other one defects, the one that defects will lose the least. Under such situations both 

defecting is the safest strategy. So equilibrium occurs with either both agreeing or both disagreeing. 

 

a) Classic form of the game (prisoner‟s dilemma) 

  Suspect 2 

  cooperate defect 

Suspect 1 Cooperate 1/1 10/0 

Defect 0/10 2/2 

 

 

b) Catchment Management Board 

 

  Environmentalists 

  Cooperate Defect 

Landholder Cooperate 3/3 ½ 

Defect 2/1 0/0 

 

 

c) Unregulated Rivers Committee 

  Environmentalists 

  Cooperate Defect 

Landholder Cooperate -2/-2 -3/-1 

Defect -1/-3 -3/-3 

 

d) Groundwater Committee 

  Environmentalists 

  Cooperate Defect 

Landholder Cooperate 4/4 2/4 

Defect 2/4 2/4 

 

 

e) Regulated River Committee 

 

  Environmentalists 

  Cooperate Defect 

High 

Security 

Cooperate 4/4 (-4*) -1/-2 (-2) 

Defect -2/-1 (-1) -2/-2 (-1) 

 

*Impact on third player (general security licence holder) shown in brackets 
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8.4.2 Unregulated River Committee 

The actors in this committee were required to develop a 10-year statutory plan for water 

sharing in unregulated rivers. The key mechanism to achieve this is known as setting “cease-to-

pump” rules. A cease-to-pump is a flow threshold at which certain categories of licensed pumpers 

must stop using a river as a water source (NSW Department of Land and Water Conservation, 

2002b). Cease-to-pump rules are put in place to protect the environment, basic landholder rights, 

stock and domestic supplies, and local water utilities. Any attempt by one stakeholder group to get 

the forum to make a particular decision about the threshold of a cease-to-pump rule directly affects 

another stakeholder group. Therefore there are threats associated with the plan and their impact falls 

directly on each actor and the stakeholders they represent. In the model for this game (Figure 8.1 

section c) none of the actors can win. They can only minimise their losses. However, the overall 

result is the second worst payoff (-2/-2) where no one will cooperate because all actors have an 

incentive to minimise their losses (i.e., -3/1 or -1/3) by standing their ground.  

In terms of the event that happened, the Unregulated Rivers Committee had a majority of 

landholder interests and produced two water-sharing plans: one for Adelong Creek and the other for 

Tarcutta Creek. Decisions were made not through consensus but by majority rule. With majority 

agricultural interests and voting by majority, the theory of rational choice might suggest this game 

is a classic prisoner‟s dilemma (Figure 8.1 section c). However the actors with largest 

representation will maximise their outcome by out-voting the other groups. Indeed, the end result 

was that these two plans, by-and-large, maintained existing arrangements for irrigators. For 

example the plan for Adelong Creek maintained the pre-existing cease-to-pump rule of 12ML/day 

(NSW Department of Land and Water Conservation, 2002b). 

The actors with environmental interests felt out-numbered and that they did not have a say. 

An environmentalist on the committee said:“I felt that Bill and I were the only people that had the 

ecology of the river as the main concern, and yet that is the primary goal of the Act. It didn't seem 
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like anybody else took the environment into account. The way the water was being distributed, the 

flow classes, was basically how much the landholders need, how much the towns need, and what 

was left over was given to the environment”. They also stated that decisions did not go through with 

consensus, and often they were the only people dissenting.  

By contrast, the irrigators were well organised, one said: “We staked out our territory. We 

formed a local water users group, we did a study ourselves of the water usage in our area, and we 

sat down to work out our approaches”. And “You start looking at the whole system Blind Freddy 

could see there is not enough water in the market. The environment needed more water to be 

healthier and we have the group of growers on the other side saying we want to keep all the water. 

Now again Blind Freddy could see the only way you can get more water is to take off the people 

who are extracting it and the people extracting it by far and away are the irrigators and so we 

could see as irrigators that we were going to lose. We were going to lose part of our water”. They 

also ensured that all the water users were informed, and that they supported proposals before the 

Committee. Irrigators therefore not only outnumbered the environmentalists during the debate but 

were able to dominate the debate with local information and community support. 

The irrigators also saw the environmental argument as unreasonable.  Some of quotes from 

irrigators include:“They wanted to see water down the Murray and if people had to move out – so 

be it!” and “Two environmental people argued that it should be taken from the irrigators – full 

stop. But to me, this was a water sharing program. Everyone‟s got to share it”. 

Yet irrigator groups were happy with the outcome as the status quo for the Unregulated 

Rivers was largely maintained by the water-sharing plan. “I think the Water Users Association, 

their members, were relatively happy” and “I think the result was really good but we did have a lot 

of trouble fighting with the environmentalists on our committee”. 
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8.4.3 Groundwater Committee 

In this arena, participants were required to develop a 10-year statutory plan for water-

sharing of the Lower Murrumbidgee Groundwater Sources. Government stated that the way this 

forum had to do this was to determine the ecologically sustainable yield (ESY) and ensure that 

water entitlement matched yield (NSW Department of Sustainability and Natural Resources, 2003). 

The ESY for this aquifer was estimated by government at 270,000 ML/yr, yet water licences were 

522,233 ML/yr (NSW Department of Sustainability and Natural Resources, 2003). Thus, if 

everyone extracted water to the level of their licensed entitlement there would not be enough water 

for all existing water users or to protect the groundwater resource in the medium to long term. By 

the government stating that the mechanism must be reaching ESY, environmentalists‟ interests were 

largely achieved and thus they had little preference in the range of actions after that boundary had 

been set. This can be expressed in the model for this game (Figure 8.1 section d) where one group 

of actors received the same benefit amongst all possible actions.  

In terms of the events that happened, this Committee had a majority of landholders and only 

two environmental representatives. Decisions about the plan were made restrictive by the state 

government in that entitlements had to be reduced to an ESY. The only question was how? So 

although this forum had majority landholder membership and decisions were made by majority, 

there was a specific target to reduce entitlement to landholders by a fixed measurable amount. The 

theory of rational choice suggests that landholders would bargain only with participants playing the 

game. As the rules set by State Government mean the environmental benchmark cannot be 

negotiated, landholders should, theoretically not argue with environmentalists. However an 

argument might arise between landholders as they are the only players who have allocations that 

can be negotiated. 

Participants in this process reported the key argument was one among irrigators rather than 

between agricultural and environmental interests. Interviewees said “It is a little bit different 
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because it is a lot more clear-cut than the river management committee as to what is available and 

what is not – particularly for environmental purposes. Therefore there wasn't the angst in this 

committee that there was in other committees” [from a facilitator] and “Yeah, so with the 

environmental issues on this groundwater system, they have been pretty non-existent” [from and 

irrigator].  

As a specific amount of entitlement had to be reduced, people representing irrigator interest 

found the forum stressful. The facilitator said: “My understanding of the two irrigators was that 

they got very sick of the whole process. My impression was one landholder couldn't stand the 

pressure of trying to keep the licensed pumpers happy and also argue between landholders in the 

committee meetings and this got him a down a bit”.  

This led to different irrigator representatives dividing into two groups and playing games 

against each other. The chair said:“I think our two irrigator reps are on different sides of the 

spectrum with the Murrumbidgee and we've got two different groups of users” and “That was the 

main issue all the time because you had two bodies within the pumpers. No one wanted to have 

their allocation reduced and of course you have the history of use versus the new entrants”. Some 

of the tactics that occurred included lobbying other actors. One irrigators said: “He [a licence 

holder] rang me up to say „this is my point of view‟ just to let you know more strongly. I found it 

very difficult to make a fair judgment in that I lean more towards the history of use pumpers”. 

Indeed another  irrigator  said: "We were faxed out an item and had to make a decision immediately 

– the other water user rang me and said „what do you think?‟ Unbeknown to him I had lobbied 

everyone to get my argument across ". The result was the initial Murrumbidgee Groundwater Plan 

was “…loosely based on history of use, with other factors. We felt as a committee that it was a fair 

and equitable way of distributing the available water”. This particular episode of the game might 

be interpreted as a prisoner‟s dilemma (Figure 8.1 section a) with two types of irrigators as actors 

and one group able to sneak defection while another chose to cooperate. 
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8.4.4 Regulated River Committee 

In this arena, participants are required to develop a 10-year statutory plan for water sharing 

of the regulated section of the river. The key mechanism to do this was to develop rules that created 

volumes for different types of water (NSW Department of Land and Water Conservation, 2002a). 

These types include environmental water, landholder rights and water available for high security 

(horticulture) and general security (cropping) users. For example when Burrinjuck Dam is half full, 

50 GL gets designated as environmental water. Like the Unregulated Rivers Committee, the impact 

of any decision will directly affect how much water is available to each actor (and the stakeholders 

they represent). The game involves three main licence holders (types of water): high security, 

general security, and the environment. In the model for this game (Figure 8.1 section e) actors can 

win, if they team up with another actor at the expense of the third (shown as the number in italics). 

In terms of actions, two people represented environmental interests, while the majority of 

people represented general and/or high security licences. However, all of the actors who represented 

high security licence holders also held general security licences. Thus there was a majority of 

general security licences, and decisions were made by majority rule.  

Regulated River Committee decisions were highly contested. The Committee met 32 times 

over more than six years. There were times when the chairman threatened to resign and there were 

forum walkouts. In reference to the chair‟s resignation, one participant said: “…well sorry Chair 

but I‟m here to look after my constituency, the same as Paul, and all these other blokes over here 

think they‟re looking after theirs, and telling you it won‟t happen”. One participant‟s overview who 

was representating an government agency was “If you need an impression from me...everybody was 

staking out their own territory. They were not compromising…They were saying this is my little bit 

of turf and I am not giving away anything”. 
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High security licence holders attempted to maximise their outcome at the expense of general 

security licence holders early in the process. They did this by trying to form a coalition with 

environmentalists. High security irrigators by nature of their entitlement are guaranteed 100 percent 

of entitlement in all but the worst drought year. When negotiations began, through previous 

investment in new crop types and efficient irrigation systems, high security licence holders 

(basically the horticulturalists) did not use all of their entitlement. The unused water was 

historically reallocated to general security licences. So, early on in the process high security licence 

holders offered to return 12 gigalitres to the environment (5 percent of their entitlement) in return 

for being granted a water right. That is the environment would get additional water, while the high 

security licence holders would gain revenue by being able to sell excess water they now owned to 

the general security licences holders rather than give it away by default. 

In terms of the above proposal, one general security licence holder referred to the high 

security licence holders as: “…the greediest most selfish people I have ever met. To me they are the 

most unreasonable group of people I have ever dealt with”. The proposal by the horticulturalists 

was not successful due to opposition by the majority general security representatives opposing the 

plan. The horticulturalist view about the Regulated River Committee was: “Two things in the 

process that have always stunned us. One is that they [general security] would work so actively to 

undermine the property rights of fellow irrigators, [regionally] and yet technically we‟re all 

working together at a state and national level to get the same property rights…and that is you will 

be able to do with it what you will: trade, use, whatever you like”. 

This left the debate to focus largely on agricultural versus environmental use. One 

agriculturalist said “We made virtually no progress on that for a long, long, time...because the 

environmentalists just simply wouldn‟t budge. Oh that was an awful thing”. It then came down to 

majority voting and this alienated the environmental representatives: “I think certain people felt 

that they were just not having a say”. One participant representing environmental interests said: 
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“The reason why the water-sharing plan has been different to the others is that it is not by 

consensus: It is by majority rule. And, of course, when you look at the make-up of the committee it 

tends to be very heavily biased towards irrigators to the detriment of the environmental 

representatives”. With the process coming down to a numbers game on facilitator said: “You know 

they did their best but it really came down to the environmental group trying to get the numbers and 

the general security group trying to get the numbers. So it was always a flawed process. It should 

have been good. It should have worked. But it never had a chance of working” As a result, 

environmental interests ended up putting in a dissenting report with the plan because: “…basically 

because it was going to go ahead. I was not happy. It wasn't by consensus. There was no 

concession. It was just majority rules. It was biased towards irrigators”. 

The Murrumbidgee Regulated Rivers Water Sharing Plan could be seen as a win for general 

licence holders as they were able to fight off a concerted push to allocate an extra 100GL of water 

for the environment, and tied minimum environmental flows to general security allocations despite 

the legislation saying that environmental flows must be the first priority. Both decisions were made 

by the general and high security licence holders forming a majority in this forum. Staff involved 

with the process said “It was interesting at the farewell. There were three tables one with all the 

irrigators, one with all the greenies, and one with all the other people. You think they would have 

gotten over it by now”. 

8.5 Discussion and conclusion 

It is now widely accepted that regional governance processes should occur in environmental 

decision-making. Indeed the process is advocated as a way of making a substantial and long-lasting 

contribution to the health of Australia‟s rivers, wetlands, estuaries, and groundwater systems (The 

Wentworth Group, 2003). Just how to implement regional governance remains subject to debate 

(Lane, McDonald & Morrison, 2004). This has inspired the search for principles that characterise 

good processes (e.g., Margerum, 1999; Mitchell, 2007). The trouble with developing such 
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principles is that many government agencies may apply a standardised approach to problem-

solving, because it is the easiest to justify (Hooper et al., 1999). The search for a common set of 

principles may simply encourage a “one-size fits-all” mindset. Clearly, agencies must be more 

willing to custom-design processes for specific conditions. 

Game theory has been applied in water policy elsewhere. However it has largely been 

restricted to international environmental policy, water pricing, and using upstream–downstream 

games (Dinar, Albiac, & Sanchez-Soriano, 2008). For example game has been used ex post to 

explain why and how closer ties between societies increase cooperation (Durth, 1996) and also to 

explain why more complex integrated management agreements tend to fail (Marty, 2001). It has 

also been used to model situations where one country upstream can fully export the impact of river 

pollution or water scarcity to another country and subsequnetially suggest that upstream countries 

should be compensated if they are to reduce pollution due to loss of sovereign rights (Brenauer, 

2002). The results in this chapter apply game theory at a regional scale but, like these international 

studies, the findings suggest it can be used ex post to explain why policy outcomes occur and, from 

a normative viewpoint, to suggest it may be an appropriate tool for analysing institutional design. 

Game theory may be one of the tools that help give front-end analysis some rigour. Indeed, it was 

implicitly applied by regional directors and politicians in selecting actors to participate on these 

forums. For example, in the 2002 budget estimates the Minister stated that he added people to one 

of the forums on the north coast because he wanted a better balance. It therefore would seem 

appropriate to use game theory more explicitly as an analytical instrument capable of enhancing our 

understanding of stakeholder behaviour in contested regional governance processes. 

Irrespective of game theory, this chapter more broadly shows that the institutional and 

policy arrangements used by the NSW Government in water reform had not moved in step with 

over thirty years of research about institutional design. For example, the US EPA (1999) has 

identified the critical importance of undertaking what has been called front-end analysis. Whereas 
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in Australia this is largely limited to simply identifying who is a stakeholder, overseas it is also used 

to identify the likelihood that a particular strategy, venue, or alternative will be successful in 

causing or preventing policy change. Even if game theory was too theoretically complex for policy 

analysts, the key point is that a greater degree of rigour in the initial appraisal and analysis when 

creating arrangements for water reform was needed if the procedural elements of fairness were to be 

obtained in the water reform process.  

An implicit assumption in creating these participatory forums was that it was possible to 

obtain cooperation amongst various stakeholder groups regardless of the context. Past research has 

shown that a key barrier to the effective implementation of regional governance in environmental 

management is the frequent failure to recognise the effect of context (Edwards & Steins, 1999; 

Warner, 2007). Indeed there are several examples where the benefits promoted for regional 

governance (such as improved social learning and dispute resolution) have not occurred due to a 

failure to consider context (see Lane, 2003). This includes a failure to acknowledge the potential for 

actors to subvert rather than promote democratic outcomes.  

The most severe social dilemmas are those characterised by a dominating strategy that leads 

to power imbalance between actors (otherwise known in game theoretical terms as a deficient 

equilibrium). A dominating strategy is a strategy that yields the best outcome for an individual or 

group regardless of what anyone else does. When these water reform arenas are plotted as games, it 

shows that imbalances in representation or changes to processes can sometimes create dominating 

strategies for certain actors. In the particular, dominating strategies became apparent when decisions 

in an arena could be made by voting. Much of the literature on resolving natural resource 

management issues emphasises the importance of consensual decision-making (Margerum, 1999; 

Mitchell, 2007). Other rules such as ensuring the benefits do not directly affect stakeholders (e.g. 

Catchment Board) or setting benchmarks that met only one interest group‟s needs (e.g., setting ESY 

in the Groundwater Committee) also affected the dynamics of each game. The research here is 
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therefore consistent with the IAD framework that predicts that the institutions, rules, and policies 

are a key component affecting the choices made by actors (players in the game) as they try to 

resolve natural resource management problems (Ostrom, 2005). 

In concluding, one facilitator involved in the process said “We have learnt a lot of lessons 

from this entire process. It certainly has not been done before. We've made a lot of mistakes and I 

think that if we can apply those next time we do it, we could do it a lot better”. Some social 

dilemmas such as the competition for limited water resources can be defined in terms of a social 

payoff structure. We therefore might assume that stakeholders will advocate the best action 

according to their preferences in these situations (rational choice theory). Game theory has been 

used in this chapter ex post to explain stakeholder behaviour, but it could be used ex ante by 

governments to develop operational rules or structures that enhance the chance of fair outcomes 

prior to implementation. Perhaps the most pertinent message to emerge from this chapter is the need 

for policy-makers to look ahead, rather than attempt to do what is easiest, as this would enable 

better use of resources and encourage better policy outcomes, particularly in the eyes of the 

community for whom these participatory process are meant to serve. 

The trouble with the game metaphor, and with using the IAD framework alone, is that it can 

be misleading in terms of the broader political process. Very often there is no definite conclusion to 

the process, play continues moving from one arena (game) to another, and the structure of the game 

changes and evolves (Osbourne, 2004). This was why Sabatier and his colleagues developed the 

advocacy coalition framework. This chapter was able to single out for separate treatment the 

behaviour of actors in each of the four forums, but this needs to be seen in the larger context of the 

power plays also occurring in arenas outside these forums. Chapter 7 showed there was lobbying, 

protesting, and legal challenges that occurred outside the forums. These actions led to some of the 

plans not being gazetted, legal challenges in court, and wide-ranging reform to the natural resource 

institutional framework in NSW. This research now moves beyond these forums to focus on the 
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broader political process and how stakeholders struggle against the need for centralised 

coordination. 
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Chapter 9: The conflicting role of participant and referee 

“Maybe the agenda has been set. You're telling us what is going to happen. Where is the consultation if the decision has 

already been done?”        Participant 

9.1 Introduction 

Participatory governance suggests that the public can theoretically interact with the 

institutions and process of government to influence decisions and actions (Bulkeley, 2005). While 

the natural resource management literature suggests that planning and policy have moved from 

centralised approaches towards being more inclusive, there is still a substantial role for government 

in supporting, facilitating, and even actively participating in the participatory processes.  

Metagovernance is the term used to describe the government of governance (Bell & Park, 

2006). Metagovernance approaches are generally grouped into three different styles: 

centralised/hierarchical approaches, economic/capitalistic approaches, and/or participatory 

governance (Habermas, 1981; Meuleman, 2008; Ostrom, 2005). Each classification has its own 

associated benefits and distinctive forms of failure (Alford & Friedland, 1985; Meuleman, 2008). 

With participatory governance, dimensions of power could potentially be controlled and influenced 

by government. It is the nexus between centralised government and participatory governance that 

has become a key question in the literature (e.g., Arnstein, 1969; Rhodes, 1997), particularly when 

the logic of subordinates, authority, and dependence associated with hierarchical governance meet 

with the logic of partnership, trust, and interdependence associated with participatory governance 

(Meuleman, 2008). A question arises as to whether it is possible to design strategies that harness the 

benefits of these different approaches whilst minimising the negative consequences. This chapter 

explores the role of the state in the NSW water reform process (see Figure 9.1). 
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Figure 9.1: The focus of Chapter 9 (shaded) using the IAD/AC framework – metagovernance 

 
Theories of participatory governance suggest that governments should delegate decisions 

down to the lowest possible level (Chikozho, 2002). In support of this is also an ethical argument 

that, by being inclusive of community opinion, governments have an obligation to accept decisions 

(Long & Arnold, 1995). Moreover, in this particular case, there is also prima facie evidence centred 

on the rhetoric used by government to promote the NSW water reform participatory process (see 

Table 1.1). In sum there are several good reasons to initially hypothesise that participatory 

metagovernance arrangements would be transformative. 

However another key theoretical premise in the metagovernance literature is that, in 

empowering local communities, the actors will behave responsibly (Herbert-Cheshire & Higgins, 

2004; Wallington & Lawrence, 2008). Responsibly in this sense is any form of thinking that strives 

to be relatively clear, systematic, and explicitly concerned with how things are or how things ought 

to be based on evidence provided (Habermas, 1981; Dryzek, 1997). If government is to be minimal 

and empower a community, it relies on the community to act for the public good. Effective 
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metagovernance therefore requires clear understandings and commitment regarding expectations, 

roles, and responsibilities between the parties involved (Bell & Park, 2006; Pierre & Peters, 2000). 

Should the community not behave rationally then the state might be justified in returning to its 

traditional managerial role (Alford & Friedland, 1985). 

This chapter examines the metagovernance issues associated with the NSW water reform 

participatory processes. Combined with Chapter 5, which focused on agenda setting, and the next 

chapter (Chapter 10), which examines the lobbying tactics and actions of advocacy groups, this 

chapter fulfils the aim of this research to explore the broader struggle by advocacy groups to 

influence environmental policy.  

9.2 Methods 

The data in this chapter were largely obtained from interviews of participants and 

government employees involved in the broader water reform process. These people included senior 

departmental staff in the region, staff from the head offices of the NSW Farmers Association, NSW 

Irrigator‟s Council, and the Nature Conservation Council of NSW, as well as government staff 

working in Sydney who were involved in the process. 

To triangulate the interviews, printed material issued by advocacy groups during the process  

were used to provide rigour to the interview data. They included meeting minutes, published 

meeting documents, policy statements, and press releases by various advocacy groups. I also 

obtained any government-related documents and searched NSW Hansard for relevant discussion in 

parliament. Data analysis was based on the development of an organising system to identify 

predominant themes (Boyatzis, 1998).  
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9.3 Results 

The results were coded into a number of issues within three key themes. These themes were 

agency leadership, direct agency influence, and stakeholder reaction.  

9.3.1 Agency leadership 

The issues that were identified as part of agency leadership were unclear goals, changing 

views of the product, lack of certainty about implementation, and having to create policy on the run. 

Unclear goals. Actors involved in the three water-sharing plans expressed broad frustration 

that the environmental goals were not clearly defined at the start and/or were changed during the 

process. One participant said: “We all thought that we were actually going to have some real input 

into the management of this river, but it hasn‟t turned out that way. The government is not being 

explicit or transparent about the goals and agendas”. Indeed, part way through the process the 

Minister changed the committees from being broad water management committees to becoming 

focused only on water sharing. Another key decision that affected the committees was the change 

from developing the plan by consensus to majority voting. One participant said “We first thought 

„Okay we‟re going to work through this together‟, but when consensus fell apart and it became 

majority rules. People did not get their views heard – they were out-voted”. Indeed one of the 

managers in head office said. “The Department tends to launch into change without a great deal of 

thought about the goal or long-term social implications. We work in short timeframes”. 

Changing views of the product. It was also clear the NSW Department of Land and Water 

Conservation had not considered what the plans should contain. Draft plans or components of 

water-sharing plans were submitted to Sydney (head office), and feedback from Sydney to the 

committees changed. One participant on the unregulated river committee said “It's hard to know 

whether you're being conned, but we did all the developing, got an end product, and then they said 

„Oh we want it in this form – you know, a page of objectives or whatever‟. Later they said „oh no we 
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want the whole technical thing‟”. Another participant on the Regulated River Committee recalled 

“I think the water-sharing plan had performance indicators, sent them off and they said „Oh no we 

want just generic blanket ones‟. But later they said „No you know you must have performance 

indicators or something‟”. Indeed, a regional manager coordinating the overall water reform 

process in the region said “I think it was a process of seeing what different areas had done, picking 

out the bits they liked and then saying they wanted everyone else to do it that way. What a joke. 

Wait until we see it all then we‟ll make the rules. We are happy with this bit and we‟ll look at the 

other bits around the edges and tell you later”. 

Lack of certainty about implementation. A key frustration for the actors on the Board and 

the Groundwater Committee was a lack of knowledge about the resources available to implement 

their respective plans. The Catchment Management Board negotiated its blueprint (overall strategy) 

while the NSW government was still sorting out NHT and NAP allocations with the 

Commonwealth. This process chopped and changed during the life of the Board and was still being 

negotiated even after the plan had been completed. Participants said of this process “In one breath 

they say „Your allocation will be what you have been getting in past times‟. Then it comes back „Oh 

no the money will be 30% of the bucket‟”. Another said “the Catchment Board was given a 

direction and then it got to the stage of investment and funding allocation and that's where it got 

bogged down. It led to a lot of frustration because, you know, head office doesn't know how they are 

going to allocate the money and what formula.” 

With the Groundwater Committee, the facilitator said “The thing that clouded the issue was 

the structural adjustment. There is no trust between the committee and the government and so they 

are saying before we sign off on it we must know what structural adjustment is in place.” A cynical 

comment was “I think it's in the Act. Somewhere it says thou shall not create a plan that may cost 

money”. This lack of clarity about implementation made it difficult to decide on priorities or to plan 

how to implement change. 
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Policy on the run. The Department of Water Conservation was going through a process of 

developing a number of overarching state-wide policies that affected the water-sharing plans. For 

example, two years into the process (August 2001) the NSW Cabinet made a decision to exclude 

history of use as a factor in adjusting licensed entitlements down to sustainable yield levels in 

groundwater systems. Other examples include:  

 telling committees to ensure their water-sharing plans were consistent with the Water 

Management Act  (2000) even though some had completed the bulk of their work 

before the Act came into effect; 

 making it policy that all water licences including sleepers and dozers must be valued;  

 providing the support package to participants nine months after the committees were 

formed; and  

 finalising the overarching State-wide Water Outcomes Management Plan (SWOMP) 

after 35 of the 39 plans had been drafted.  

A facilitator said “In the groundwater system three separate policies on quality etc. came 

out during the process”. A lobbyist with one of the stakeholder groups said “The legal process was 

quite extraordinary in that you had committees making decisions that were supposed to be based on 

certain principles which weren‟t even drafted. The principles were eventually gazetted a week 

before the plans, yet the water-sharing plan was supposed to have been developed based on those 

principles. Do you see anything wrong with that process?” 

9.3.2 Agency influence 

The issues that were identified as part of agency influence were participating in decisions, 

facilitation, head office dictating terms, inter-agency coalitions, pressuring the chair, and controlling 

time. 
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Participating in decisions. In all forums departmental representatives had input into the 

process. They had the same opportunity to provide input as stakeholders. Stakeholders said these 

people had considerable influence, a participant said: “They definitely did, because they were the 

so-called experts. They have the information, they have the infrastructure, the funds, the resources 

to do all this. We don‟t. We don‟t have any resources, so we had to basically go along, listen to 

what they had to say, question their figures or how they got to their conclusions, and accept 

whether they‟d made a reasonable guess or a reasonable conclusion to the data that they had. So, 

yes, they basically guided the whole process”. There were some mixed views about whether this 

influence was good or bad. On one hand, officers gave insight and expertise, yet other participants 

complained that the plans should have been community-based, and that plans did not represent local 

views because agency views dominated. Indeed stakeholder groups representing agricultural 

interests conducted a long political campaign to try to stop agencies from participating at the 

committee level. 

Facilitation. Government also facilitated the process. They guided the committee, made 

certain types of information available, and set agendas. A typical participant comment in this regard 

was:“Well, they actually set the guidelines and we were redirected if we wanted to go in a different 

direction. We were told „Oh, that‟s not what we‟re meant to be doing, we should go this way‟ and 

that of course was done through the DLWC. I mean they were in control”. This was viewed as 

having some benefits for the Catchment Management Board, as one participant said: “I found the 

Board process frustrating at the start because we were told to do this and do that, and it seemed to 

be stifling our creativity. But over time I began to realise that if we did not have that in place we 

would probably still be arguing about what was an objective and what was an aim. We needed to be 

task-oriented early on.” 

Head office dictating terms. One way that head office dictated terms to the committees and 

boards was that they seemed to change regional decisions: “Then it went to Sydney and the heads of 
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DLWC got hold of it and said „We don‟t like this‟ and changed it”. Indeed the NSW Irrigator‟s 

Council wrote a letter to the Director-General of the Department in 2002 saying it was “extremely 

concerned that the Minister and the relevant government agencies have attempted to undermine the 

strong position the committees had reached”, and although it said it understood intervention was 

needed for legal and policy purposes it suggested “to ignore years of planning is fraught with 

danger”. This was followed by a submission to the National Competition Council (the 

Commonwealth body responsible for monitoring progress in water reform) in 2003 detailing how a 

number of final ministerial plans were significantly different from committee developed plans. 

 Another way head office dictated terms was they reduced the options for committees. The 

Groundwater Committee wanted to take an adaptive approach to sustainable use. Rather than keep 

the groundwater table at a specific level, the Committee suggested it be allowed to move within a 

bandwidth to cater for unusual environmental and/or social conditions. All actors supported the 

bandwidth approach as it had both environmental and social benefits, and was a more practical way 

of monitoring the resource. Yet head office still imposed entitlement reductions. One participants 

view was:“It reinforced some of the things they were fighting about with head office. It added 

weight to the committee‟s feelings that there is little room to move”.  

Head office also changed documents. For example it changed the Unregulated Rivers Plan 

for Tarcutta Creek after that plan was submitted for approval. The chair said: “When we came to 

actually finalising the whole thing, there were two parts to it – Part A and Part B. We had a lot of 

anger because it was changed from the document that we wanted to basically the document that the 

government wanted. They kept telling us, the legal eagles in Sydney said „That‟s not the right legal 

jargon and it‟s not correct – it could be challenged against the Water Act‟. But basically it was 

changed and we had to go along with it”. Another participant on Unregulated Rivers Committee 

said “They changed the bloody thing. It was fascinating. We are there for years and they put all this 
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red ink through it all. It was a bloody mockery”. Indeed these changes were one of the reasons why 

various actors wrote reports saying they disagreed with the final plan. 

Head office also usurped due processes. In the Regulated River Committee the two key 

environmental and irrigator representatives were flown to Sydney, met with the director of the 

NSW Department of Land and Water Conservation. Together a middle-ground approach was 

developed and then put to the wider Committee. One participant who represented a government 

agency said “I think it was really quite spooky. We virtually saw this culture being nurtured by land 

and water. The Director-General would visit and have little outside chats”. 

Another participant explained this overall influence of head office by stating: “They don‟t 

seem to be any more than one page ahead of us in the rule book. In recent times that has been 

confirmed in my own time at head office. They really don‟t understand the process. Any regionalism 

could easily be covered by having more dialogue rather than have to send something up and have it 

get ticked off by someone who does not know the catchment. It‟s not even send it up and get 

discussion. It‟s a matter of this is not right and that is not right”.  

Inter-agency coalitions. Staff from various government departments are on all these regional 

forums. Like stakeholder groups, government representatives can form coalitions and push a united 

point of view. One agency representative told of a meeting about water sharing processes where “It 

was said „You're not allowed to take information from this room and mention it to at your next 

meeting – it‟s a trade secret. But the Department of Agriculture will be driven to do try to do this 

thing‟”. Another example occurred during the development of the catchment blueprint. Fisheries 

were able to put forward a target on aquatic biodiversity after it got to the stage that the plan was 

ready to submit – even though little was known about fish and the target did not meet the SMART 

criteria.  
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Other agency staff said they often talked prior to meetings in order to avoid the 

embarrassment of staff giving differential policy advice or views. In the Regulated River 

Committee the facilitator said “It is different from the agency‟s perspective. There is a lot more 

knowledge about what is going on. There is also the relationship question about certain things that 

we may know but it is not for us to say. For example, the chair asked the committee who knew about 

this particular alternative process. We all knew but nobody was going to say it. It was run by 

somebody else and we know about it but we cannot say anything. In that situation you feel a bit of 

twisted loyalty because from your perspective you want to give everybody full information and tell 

them what is going on. But then you have to think about who pays my wage. It's not the committee. 

So you keep your mouth shut”. One participant said “Bureaucrats were caucusing before the 

meetings. If they could not rubber stamp an outcome they would say they will take away the 

concerns raised at the meetings but return at the next meeting and try again”. 

Pressuring the chair. The chairs had to be mindful of what the NSW Department of Land 

and Water Conservation wanted. One said “I know I am an independent chairman. Who am I 

independent of? They tell you that you've got this process and they want you to do a water-sharing 

plan, so I suppose that's a government directive. Try to put things in that the community wants, but 

there's pressure I suppose to tow the head office line because that's who you're appointed by”. 

Controlling time. Head office had the power to dictate timetables to all committees. Yet, 

conversely, head office was able to delay responding to items when a committee needed decisions. 

One facilitator said “Okay I realise the power is in the people at Sydney, so maybe I shouldn't be 

frustrated. I guess it was the way the process dragged on through various stages, the lack of 

response from head office, and then changes” Another said “Yeah the delays, I suppose the 

timelines have not endeared the process. Head office will put a deadline on things and then they 

won't live up to their part; you know responding. They have six months to review a plan and we 

have a couple of weeks”. Later he said “It‟s just absolute bullshit… and it‟s been going on like this 
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for three years. Rush, rush, rush…rush, rush, rush… then we sit around and wait”. A staff member 

in head office explained “The Department is prone to mushroom-treat the committees”. 

9.3.3 Stakeholder reaction 

Poor agency oversight combined with power centrally based in Sydney caused immense 

frustration. A facilitator said:“I was frustrated from the information and process and 

correspondence. At the end of the day, the Department made the decisions and no amount of 

jumping up and down would work”. Actors also said they were angry, that changes led to conflict, 

and that participation was not genuine under such conditions. The Groundwater Committee reacted 

more angrily than any other committee. This group had developed a management plan, gone 

through a public exhibition phase, held a full round of public meetings, and received about 30 

submissions. The plan then sat at the Minister‟s office for five months before they were told that 

they had to do a water-sharing plan not a management plan. Participants said “We sent it off, heard 

nothing. The chair went off to see the Minister, and we finally got told basically it is going to sit 

there in limbo. Then the change in focus. It came as a surprise to the committee. We were quite 

cross they were pulled from one job to another”. Other river committees had also partially 

developed their plan before being told to change focus.  

Changing policy and procedure during the process meant that the group dynamics changed. 

Change eroded any momentum and trust between actors and often led to conflict. For example, a 

facilitator‟s view of one committee was: “Well the water was muddied by the sudden decision by 

the government to be open to compensation at that time. And that brought the two camps into 

conflict”. And “The change in focus. It came as a surprise to the committee. It destroyed some of 

the trust”. Moreover, as the changes often meant less flexibility or fewer alternatives being 

available, actors had little room to move and their positions became more polarised. “The reason 

for unhappiness was every time the Committee recommended an action, the Minister or his 

representatives said „no that is not suitable‟”. Uncertainty also caused conflict because it 
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encouraged differing views about what was to be achieved as well as considerable 

misunderstanding and poor communication. 

There was also widespread comment that the participation was a facade. A participant on the 

Catchment Management Board said “The government can come back later and say „but we did 

have community consultation: We put the Board together; we had meetings‟. That‟s all very well, 

having a Board and having meetings, but they don‟t listen and put in their own thing anyway. It‟s 

going to look like we‟re consulting with the community but we‟re actually just putting in our own 

things, eventually we‟ll get around to what we want anyway”. Groundwater actors said “The 

outcome all the way along was apparent to me. The committee was a smokescreen really to hide the 

government action or to confuse the people involved. I found it quite a cynical process really” and 

“All the debate and bullshit we went through was all for nothing because Cabinet made a decision. 

They came in and rolled over us”. In the Unregulated Rivers Committee; “Yes, it changed quite 

substantially, all the time, and that did cause a lot of grief. The committee was being used. I think 

committees are pseudo – to make it look as though there is community consultation. Why don‟t head 

office write the documents and present them to the community? I think they‟re a waste of time. 

They‟re wasting my time”. They said government had undermined their hard work and 

commitment, and stakeholders indicated they would be wary about participating again. 

Some actors, particularly those representing agricultural interests, speculated that the 

participation was a facade because other stakeholder groups were controlling government. Relevant 

comments from agricultural interests included: “They are Greens. As simple as that. We have a 

green government with green hands”, “Desk jockeys and they were egged on by the NSW 

Conservation and Environment Council. They are right off the planet. They antagonise farmers and 

round and around and round and round it goes” and “I had no complaints about the way the 

committee was run. It was well managed. I was always sceptical about the way the plan was set up. 

The government sets an agenda that was fairly obvious. They have an environmental agenda. The 
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environment gets whatever it needs regardless of cost”. Even Cotton Australia claimed the plans 

were being reviewed by a secret panel (The Land, 10 May 2002). 

Under such conditions, actors attempted to second-guess policy positions. For example 

“You try and second-guess. Well shouldn't you be? It's interesting really, you hear that head office 

changes things and so you've got to try and second guess them as much as you can”. This puts 

facilitators in a more powerful position because they can say “That is not possible or the Minister 

won't wear that”, without actually knowing that it is true. But facilitators also said that “There have 

been so many changes you get sick and tired of trying to second-guess what is going on. There are 

changes from day to day that come from head office”.  

Some participants resigned. “I resigned at one stage. Then withdrew my resignation. After 

the state government stepped in I thought what‟s the point. We are not really having a say. There is 

no participation at all”. Another said “I think the chair resented that and resigned and I felt for 

him. He was misled by government”.  

Other actors simply moved outside the process and attempted to exert influence in the arenas 

where critical other decisions were being made. For example, if head office would not let regional 

committees made decisions about structural adjustments, stakeholder groups simply moved to the 

arena were that decision was made. A facilitator said “Head office was influenced by the 

Groundwater Pumpers Association which is a very strong and active and articulate group, and so 

the Minister or head office was strongly interested in this group” Indeed after the Groundwater plan 

was gazetted, some outstanding issues were negotiated directly between the Groundwater Pumpers 

Association and the Minister‟s office. In the Regulated Rivers Committee, one irrigator bragged he 

had the power to talk immediately to the director-general and said “There is no use sitting inside the 

tent when everyone is on the outside pissing in”.  
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This process outside the forums was more complex than just simply lobbying. One 

participant said: “We [the water users] had people [in the administration] who told us he [ the 

Minister for Environment] was the stumbling block. The bureaucrats told us so. We had good 

enough information to know a revolving door process [with the Greens] was going on here. Not all 

the bureaucrats are from the far left of politics; we knew what was happening”. One facilitator, in 

describing the process, said: “I can pick up the phone irrigator representatives, but I feel a bit more 

hesitant to ring up some of the green representatives because I have dealt the other people more 

often. Similarly with the people in head office, there are certain people I do not like to contact. We 

do not get on with Coleambally because they have stuck the knife into us too many times. As a result 

you help your mates out and not the ones that piss you off. Some people have better connections 

than others”.  

9.4 Discussion and conclusion 

Few would go so far as to suggest that successful participatory governance can be mediated 

without some institutional help. However, for participatory governance to fulfil its promise it must 

actually lead to a change in behaviour of not just the community but also government. In this study, 

the NSW Department of Land and Water Conservation had several roles including regulator, 

planner, negotiator, participant, facilitator, and mediator. Prior (2003) argues from a conflict 

resolution perspective that governments often find themselves playing these multiple roles and 

suggests that it creates a conflict of interest and limits the capacity of government to act as an 

independent mediator. Broader sociological theories about metagovernance, and the role of the 

state, suggest that there are hierarchical, market, and network types of governance, and part of their 

logic views the public as subjects, partners, or customers respectively. Combining the three 

governance styles may lead to conflicts, competition, and unsatisfactory outcomes due to clashes in 

program logic (Bell & Park, 2006). 
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 A common justification for strong agency influence in metagovernance processes (i.e., a 

more hierarchical or managerialist approach) is that centralised coordination, command, and control 

are needed to ensure consistent and fair decision-making. Regional forums may be too prone to 

vested interests to be effective, so the state should take control on behalf of public interest to ensure 

that people behave responsibly. It is also suggested that strong agency control can assist it dealing 

with uncertainty (Bell & Park, 2006). However, in a review of 54 case studies, Beierle and Konisky 

(2000) found that successful participation can occur with little empowerment if there is an emphasis 

on consensus, good two-way communication, and an obvious government commitment. In this 

research, strong agency metagovernance was combined with poor communication and lack of 

agency oversight. This created a perception of secrecy or exclusivity in decision-making that led to 

anger, frustration, and lack of acceptance. It also led to increased conflict between actors because it 

narrowed options and bargaining possibilities.  

Much of the literature actually suggests that agency inertia is the reason why government 

exerts a strong influence on participatory processes. Lindblom (1959) argued in “the science of 

muddling through” that agencies tend to make margin-dependent choices, work within a restricted 

range of policy alternatives, and continually adjust the objectives of policies. The result is that elites 

become entrenched while others are marginalised. Although this theory of muddling through has 

been criticised, many authors still point to entrenched conservatism. For example Alford and 

Friedland (1985) point to a number of empirical studies showing that agencies are resistant to 

change and social control.  

Although a conservative in culture might be a reason, the circumstances the NSW 

Department of Land and Water Conservation found itself in during the process may have also 

contributed.  There are three issues in regard to this. First there is evidence to suggest that the 

Department lacked the resources for implementing metagovernance on this scale. One of the 

reasons for creating the 18 catchment boards was that the previous 48 catchment management 
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committees were a strain on the Department‟s resources (NSW Department of Land and Water 

Conservation, 2002a). Yet soon after, 30 water committees were established to focus on developing 

water-sharing plans. This meant that there were over 70 committees operating in NSW, with the 

water reform process involving in excess of 400 people.  

Second, the Department seemed to lack the expertise (Chapter 8). Stakeholder analysis is 

concerned with analysis of how to control critical resources, the formation of coalitions, and the 

strategies and venues that stakeholders use to achieve their objectives. Such analysis can help 

policymakers conceptualise the dynamics of the policy subsystem. However stakeholder analysis is 

rarely fully utilised in Australia (Harrington et al., 2008) and indeed, departmental staff said the 

institution tended to rush into things.  

Third, the Department was also subject to changing advice. During the times these forums 

were operating, COAG was still formulating some of the key principles for the nationwide process. 

For example up until 2004, COAG only outlined key principles such as certainty to the states. Yet 

COAG was pressuring the states to do two distinct reforms simultaneously and quickly (i.e., get to 

sustainable yield and develop a system of water rights). Such reform masked the benefit of each and 

created considerable tension in the process (COAG, 2003). In sum, there is strong evidence to 

suggest that the government took a hierarchical or managerial approach to participation simply 

because of the nature of the environment and the limited institutional capacity to respond to that 

environment rather than as a result of communities not behaving rationally. 

The impact the Department‟s approach to metagovernance has been found, in other similar 

studies, to be detrimental to the outcome. For example, Blahna and Yonts-Shephard (1989) found 

the barriers to successful public involvement were: i) a lack of agency guidance on how to conduct 

the process; ii) a desire to avoid controversy; iii) the complex and technical information used; and 

iv) internal power struggles. In this research, agency guidance was helpful to actors if it gave the 
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group clear criteria on which to base a plan, such as in the Board. By contrast, when guidance was 

ad hoc, changed, or not prompt, such as in the water-sharing plans, it inhibited the process. La 

Chappelle et al. (2003) interviewed planners involved in similar processes across the United States 

and found that inadequate goal definition was a key issue affecting participatory processes. Nearly 

every planner interviewed in that study also said that procedural obligations constrained the process 

and in some cases guaranteed conflict. Other issues raised in that study were inflexibility in the 

process, lack of time, institutional design, and how documents needed to be legally bullet-proof to 

avoid appeals. All these issues were also identified as critical issues in this research.  

The IAD/AC framework suggests that community engagement should consider the purpose, 

context, and stakeholder needs. The design elements of the water reform process were grafted 

largely from previous designs that the Department had used. Representative forums that bring key 

stakeholders together might seem useful governance process, but they should not be used without 

forethought about what is to be achieved and whether other participatory processes could be more 

effective. Problems arose because there was a failure to distinguish the nature and purpose of 

involving stakeholder groups, the reason for which they should be included, and the best means for 

incorporating their views. Empirical studies elsewhere have found that watershed planners often 

had different perspectives about the purpose of public involvement and that these different views 

might create conflicts about process designs because people disagree about what is appropriate in 

specific contexts (Webler & Tuler, 2001). This study therefore provides empirical evidence for 

those authors (e.g., Smithers & Wilson, 2005) who urge careful consideration about implementation 

of regional governance processes.  

The introduction to this chapter raised the question as to whether it is possible to design 

strategies that harness the benefits of different governance styles, whilst minimising the negative 

consequences. The approach to metagovernance by the NSW Government inhibited the ability of 

the forums to realise environmental benefits because it excluded options that could have lead to 
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overall improvements in water management, and only had somewhat tenuous and ad hoc links 

between the different plans at the regional level (Howard, 2007). The metagovernance arrangements 

also significantly increased transaction costs because it opened a number of other policy windows 

that encouraged stakeholder groups to circumvent the process.  

Much of the literature on participatory governance suggests that multiple policy windows 

are desirable because they recognise a large number of stakeholders and allow each actor to focus 

on planning and policy at an appropriate scale (Hajer & Wagenaar, 2003).  The classic conception is 

that these arenas are nested like a Russian doll, fitting into a nested hierarchy or political space (see 

Marshall, 2008; Margerum, 2007; Reeve, 2003). The arenas may take the form of a network of 

nodes of participation rather than any hierarchy with clear boundaries. Of course, there is no 

guarantee that these different windows will come together in a fruitful fashion. Conflicting parties 

may use different arenas to white-ant the process, go forum shopping, or engage in gaming 

behaviour. The sheer number of groups crowding into an issue space may also result in the 

introduction of inconsistent policy frames (Richardson, 2000). Participation processes therefore 

need not only a genuine commitment by government but also, when multiple policy arenas are 

present, thought and discipline about the role of each forum (Figure 9.2) – or in Ostrom‟s (2000) 

words leadership and coordination. 
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Figure 9.2: Key findings of Chapter 9 (shaded) using the IAD/AC framework 

 
In terms of the issues raised about the role of the state in the water reform process, it seemed 

the metagovernance arrangements were structured so that government sought, by and large, to 

benefit from stakeholder involvement and negotiation without any loss of power. Such tales of 

government acting at a distance to create active but docile participants are common in the literature 

(Herbert-Cheshire, 2003; Wengert, 1996; Wondolleck & Yaffee, 2000). It is a view that sees 

networks of advocacy groups as structures to be managed and manipulated (Lane et al., 2004; 

Teisman & Klijn, 2004). The most obvious outcome was that government and community held 

confused expectations about the nature of community participation, and this left stakeholders 

feeling ignored and frustrated. However, it also threatened the autonomy and effectiveness of the 

various advocacy groups. These groups responded by drawing on their social capital (i.e., networks, 

etc.) to take advantage of the variety of policy windows that became open.  
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To conclude, Young (2002) divides the challenge of metagovernance into how governance 

tasks across different levels are assigned, and how cross level interactions are managed. In the NSW 

water reform process the Department often vacillated or failed to make decisions about key policy 

issues and processes. This chapter therefore suggests having clear and coherent goals, resourcing 

these forums, and keeping discipline are important issues for participatory metagovernance. This 

chapter has also alluded to the fact that under such situations, the advocacy groups moved to other 

arenas in order to influence the water reform process. At an intuitive level, it might be hypothesised 

that stakeholder groups would not restrict themselves to a particular arena if it limits their ability to 

access the decision-making process. Moreover, some theories of power (e.g., Lukes, 2005) would 

suggest that such moves would indicate the absence of total domination by government. The 

implication being that it is important to know more about not only how the state can govern society, 

but also how society translates and resists government policy (Herbert-Cheshire, 2003). What the 

advocacy groups did outside the forums and how effective such action was in respect to the 

implementation of water reform is the focus of the final research chapter. 
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Chapter 10: The broader politics of water reform 

“I will turn your face to alabaster, when you find your servant is your master”   Gordon Sumner 

10.1 Introduction 

A key aspect of overall governance is how public managers and networks of advocacy 

groups interact (Meuleman, 2008). Democratic governments need to consult with, and manage 

relationships with, an array of stakeholder groups that wish to have input into policy and try to do 

so at various levels (Halpin, 2002; Richardson, 2000). Many studies show that stakeholder groups 

influence decisions by government (Haas, 1992; Nicholson-Crotty & Nicholson-Crotty, 2004; 

Rhodes, 1997). Exactly how influential these stakeholder groups are depends on their ability to 

draw on their social capital to access decision-makers, change their decisions, and render other 

competing groups ineffective (Lin, 2001; Nicholson-Crotty & Nicholson-Crotty, 2004). Indeed, an 

increasing cause of conflict in many Western institutional process occurs when a range of actors 

increasingly use, and press for change through, informal forms of governance (Meuleman, 2008). 

This chapter looks at the influence that advocacy groups had over the broader water reform process 

(Figure 10.1).  

The types of social capital and associated strategies that advocacy groups use to influence 

policy includes drawing on their membership, networks, and finances to implement direct action 

such as engaging in protests, marches, media campaigns, or letter writing campaigns. Groups can 

also seek insider status on an unwritten premise that they will respect certain rules such as not 

embarrassing the government (Maloney, Jordon, & McLaughlin, 1994). The exchange is that 

government offers the group the opportunity to shape public policy, while the group provides 

government with knowledge, membership consent, credibility, and implementation guarantees that 

it needs to secure a workable policy. Such exchange may become unstable due to the number of 

disparate groups gathering around an issue, entrenched interest group values, or where the 
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government uses its power to capture a policy network because a decision would be sub-optimal for 

society (Richardson, 2000). Empirical research shows that environmental groups have been 

successful in changing policy using the strategies outlined above, but it usually depends on building 

a credible scientific story (Layzer, 2006). Other research also shows that the Farmers Federation has 

been a key non-government player in Australian rural development policy and enjoys good access 

to government ministers (Botterill & Fisher, 2003). 

Figure 10.1: The focus of Chapter 10 (shaded) using the IAD/AC framework – the influence of 

advocacy groups 

 
Conceptualisations of the nature of advocacy (stakeholder) groups‟ influence on policy have 

been evolving for some time. It was originally assumed that free, active, balanced groups were an 

essential part of democracy; however, research shows that the situation is more complex than this. 

Conceptualisation of stakeholder group influence now focuses on themes associated with aspects of 

social capital such as policy entrepreneurs, resource mobilisation, and culture, and critical events 

such as social instability and political opportunity structures (Andrews & Edwards, 2004). For 

example, large-scale studies show that there is a mobilisation of bias: Advocacy groups centred on 
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business and occupations tend to be better resourced and have better representation than less 

affluent groups that tend to be focused on moral or ideological appeals (Andrews & Edwards, 

2004).  

It was also originally thought that policy was simply a result of intersection between 

government agencies, peak lobby groups, and politicians (Botterill & Fisher, 2003). However, more 

recent research (e.g., Sabatier et al., 2005) suggests that it is more complex and should be 

conceptualised as a network where the nodes have various degrees of power and expertise, have a 

range of values, and have various degrees of influence over space and time (Rhodes, 2007). Indeed, 

studying networks has become an accepted way of understanding how advocacy groups and actors 

belonging to various business interest groups affect public policies at a local and national level 

(Stevenson & Greenberg, 2000). Having focused on the water reform process at a regional level, 

and the issues associated with state control of the regional forums, this final chapter focuses on the 

attempts by stakeholder groups to capture or co-opt government decision-making processes. 

10.2 Methods 

The raw data used in this chapter were drawn from three sources. The first source was the 

literature search mentioned in the methodology section (chapter 4) which gathered media releases, 

newsletters, and publications produced by the key advocacy groups involved in the water reform 

process. The second source of data was from interviews of participants (lobbyists) and government 

employees involved. These were, senior departmental staff in the region, staff from the head offices 

of the NSW Farmers Association, NSW Irrigator‟s Council and the Nature Conservation Council of 

NSW, as well as government staff working in Sydney. A final source of data was Hansard. This 

record was searched for the speeches by the relevant ministers and shadow spokespersons, as well 

as for any record with the terms “water” and “NSW Department of Land and Water Conservation”.  
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10.3 Results 

The results were initially divided into three different themes: the actions by environmental 

groups, the actions by agricultural groups, and the impact on government. Within these three 

themes several sub-themes were coded 

10.3.1 The actions of peak environmental groups 

The data, sourced from staff interviews and various stakeholder documents and media 

releases, within this theme were coded in to areas covering campaign coordination, connections 

with regional representatives, direct action, lobbying, and contact with agency staff. 

Campaign coordination. The Inland Rivers Network, which was the peak environmental 

body specifically involved in water reform, is not a grass roots community organisation but a 

coalition of environmental groups where concerns about inland waters could be channelled. Indeed 

the coordinator stated that even to say all five environmental groups were involved was a 

misconception. It only involved one or two key people from each of the environmental 

organisations who were the early drivers of the Inland Rivers Network. These people became the 

face of the network – especially Tim Fischer (a person employed by the Australian Conservation 

Foundation) who was successful in getting the NSW Government to make water reform a priority 

when the Labor government was initially elected. Thus the key stakeholder environmental group 

did not consist of members of regional and rural NSW but a small group of policy entrepreneurs 

largely based in Sydney. These people met to discuss not only positions but also how to approach 

issues. For example, they decided whether letters or comments should be joint or individual 

submissions in order to give the impression of “de-polarising” an issue. 

The Nature Conservation Council, which is the overarching environmental group in NSW, 

had two staff members dealing with water reform. One was their natural resource management 

coordinator who dealt with catchment management as part of her portfolio, while another person 
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dealt with all water issues in the state. Their work involved activities such as organising meetings 

with ministers or advisors, providing or supporting representation at a policy level, issuing press 

releases, commenting on government papers, and supporting the electronic chat groups. For 

example, the NCC of NSW (2001) undertook a state-wide review of the draft targets by the 

catchment boards. This review found extremely varied style, language, content, and outcomes in the 

blueprints (see Table 10.2). It then recommended some broad provisions for blueprints that should 

be included in the plans. These recommendations were largely ignored by the regional forums as 

some of the recommendations (e.g., bushfire and cultural heritage) could not be supported under the 

NHT and NAP process, and many actors valued locally-developed targets rather than those of the 

Nature Conservation Council.  

There was also a broader Murray campaign coordination forum where the key managers of 

environmental groups around Australia would meet to discuss issues to do with the Murray–Darling 

Basin. By 2003–2004 the focus of this group shifted away from the NSW water reform process to 

focus on the Living Murray (see Table 10.2). By that time most of the NSW plans were with the 

Minister for consideration and the Living Murray appeared to offer a greater policy window. The 

focus at this stage was ensuring that, out of the three options for the first-step decision, the push 

would be 1500GL, and that the emphasis would be on engaging South Australia as it was easier to 

garner support from that state. One NCC of NSW staff member reflected on the overall process 

saying “…we are usually on the sidelines and are up against the money and so we run around like 

chooks with their heads cut off because we are overwhelmed trying to deal with all environmental 

issues across the state”.  

 Connections with regional representatives. When the forums were being appointed, the 

environmental groups thought the greatest volumes of water for the environment could be gained 

from the regulated river committees and so the Australian Conservation Foundation, the Nature 

Conservation Council of NSW, and the Inland Rivers Network decided that was where the greatest 
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pressure should be applied. Key and experienced people, such as the executive officer of the Inland 

Rivers Network and the person overseeing water issues for the Australian Conservation Foundation 

were put forward to represent environmental interests on key regulated river committees. For all 

other committees, the NCC of NSW used their regional contacts. For example, they talked to 

regional environmental groups and asking them who should be nominated. 

To support the delegates on the various committees, the Nature Conservation Council held 

two workshops that provided actors across the state with an opportunity to discuss issues and talk 

about the way things were going. There was also an email chat group set up that allowed members 

to discuss issues and provide updates on what was happening within the state.  

Direct dialogue remained variable between the organisation and the actors in the regions. 

For example, people on the Catchment Management Board were appointed as directors and 

therefore not seen as accountable to the NCC of NSW. On the other committees, the representatives 

had variable views about the Council. For example, an environmental representative on one of the 

Groundwater Committees said: “I kept the Nature Conservation Council advised of progress and 

my views, but there is a whole swag of stuff the NCC of  NSW espouses that is absolute and utter 

rubbish which means I could never represent the NCC of NSW”. Another on the Regulated River 

Committee said “…oh yes, there was fairly frequent dialogue with Jen Guice [Executive Officer of 

the NCC of NSW] and she asked weekly about our committee”. The NCC of NSW staff in Sydney 

said they generally talked to three or four representatives on the regulated river committees each 

week. However, the natural resource coordinator said their contact within the regions (i.e., the 

catchment boards) was limited to once in a couple of months. The NCC of NSW also kept in touch 

with the process by being part of state-wide processes that had a hierarchy of forums and other 

arenas with specific related tasks (see Figure 10.2). 
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Dialogue also occurred between representatives on the same forums. On the Regulated 

River Committee one participant said: “Bob and me would ring or email and talk about it. We 

would say what our strategy here is. There was no chance of getting the other stakeholders to 

change their views so it became a necessity‟. On the Unregulated Rivers Committee it was a lot less 

strategic with occasional conversations occurring between the environmental representatives, EPA, 

NPWS, and Fisheries. On the Groundwater Committee no such conversations occurred, possibly 

because representation changed throughout the process. This lack of dialogue was also explained by 

a facilitator: “The environmental representatives on the Groundwater Committee could not say this 

is what they were protecting. It did not have the same emotional attachment as surface water 

allocations… images of red gums, waterbirds, fish, and other animals”. 

Figure 10.2: Metagovernance arrangements in NSW water reform (reminder) 

 
Direct action. Direct action by the NCC of NSW included issuing press releases, organising 

small protests in front of parliament, putting up displays within parliament house, holding briefings 

in parliament house, and getting people to write to politicians. 

The NCC of NSW often issued press releases that were simply a response to any new 

developments in the water reform process. For example, it issued press releases when the Water 

Management Act (2000) was gazetted and when it was later amended. It also responded to press 
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releases by the NSW Farmers Federation and the NSW Irrigator‟s Council disputing facts and 

figures. 

In one case, the media was used by a disenchanted participant on the Regulated River 

Committee. A participant (government agency representative) said “I was driving to a meeting and 

a representative was on the radio denouncing some things – why do that? – He felt backed into a 

corner and disenfranchised. Not only did that piss off a lot of people – but a lot of people stood 

back from the agreements they had made”. This was the Committee mentioned in Chapter 6 where 

there was a deadlock on allocating either 35GL or 100GL to the environment and when voting 

became possible in committees, the agriculturalists simply used their majority representation to win 

decisions. To the participant who went to the media it was clear that environmental concerns were 

not going to be incorporated in the plan. He said he used the media not simply as another arena to 

garner wider public support but to specifically issue a warning to the other actors and the 

government that the environmental organisation he represented would not accept the plan. The draft 

plan was later rejected and the Committee was asked to develop one with a greater allocation of 

environmental flows. 

As environmental interests had very little grass roots community support in regional areas, 

they used alternative tactics to obtain local support. For example they went to several environmental 

education events and encouraged the students to write letters to the politicians about their concern 

about the state of inland rivers. Indeed, one lobbyist for the NCC of NSW said she never met 

directly with farmers. While these groups did organise protests, they actually got more people to 

attend a fundraising movie presentation than any protest organised at parliament house. 

The NCC of NSW also wrote submissions whenever government asked groups to make 

submissions. For example, the Council wrote to the chief officers group in 2003 and to the Minister 

when draft policy or legislation was available for comment. The Environmental Defenders Office‟s 
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also made a submission to the National Competition Assessment Panel stating that plans in NSW 

were ad hoc, not having regard to the COAG agreement, and generally only secured rights for 

landholders (National Competition Council, 2002). In many cases, these submissions were 

supported by a meeting with the Minister or senior policy advisors. 

Another type of direct action was that the NCC of NSW resorted to taking plans to court. As 

a test case, between 2005 and 2006 the NCC of NSW argued in the Land and Environment Court 

that environmental water for the Gwydir Regulated River water-sharing plan failed to provide for 

ecosystem health at all times as required under the Act. It argued that the process involved 

determining how much was left over after extraction allocations were determined. While the court 

upheld the NCC of NSW‟s argument, it did not declare the plan invalid as the Act stated the 

Minister had the power to make any plan – even one that was not compliant with the legislation. 

Lobbying. Environmental groups stated they never got access to the premier, although 

access to different ministers varied. The first Minister with oversight of the process was Kim 

Yeadon. Environmental groups reported they had good access to him. Indeed one lobbyist 

stated:“…the Greens could not have asked for a better Minister and the irrigators were flummoxed 

after having George Souris (National Party)”. The environmentalists‟ influence may have led to 

Yeadon getting cabinet to commit to a target of recovering 10% of allocated water for the 

environment.  

Environmental groups said their ability to access other ministers subsequentially declined. 

The next Minister was Richard Amery (1997–2001) who did not always allow environmental 

groups access but whose advisors were said by the environmental lobbyists to be “…very good and 

conservation minded”. He gave irrigation groups increased access. For example, in budget 

estimates papers in 2002 he stated that he increased agricultural representation on a committee on 

the North coast to get a better balance within that forum. The budget papers also state the NCC of 
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NSW then spoke to the Minister about disruption by the newly appointed irrigation representative, 

and the regional director was told to talk to that person and encourage a change in behaviour. 

John Aquilina took over as Minister for two years (2001–2003). He was from the left of the 

party and more supportive of irrigation interests. He was determined that there would be no one 

going bankrupt due to loss of water (Hansard 2001). So, for example, he supported security for 

irrigators rather than environmental groups who were urging to put adaptive management principles 

in the plans. Specifically he gave existing licence holders continuation of water rights, gave 

directives to minimise any caveats on plan, and promoted the process as one that provided security. 

The environmental groups met with Aquilina‟s office every 2–4 weeks to brief the Minister on what 

they saw as the main issues for state-wide natural resource management. However, in terms of 

water Aquilina was seen by environmental groups as: “…as a black hole. The only win we had was 

protecting very low flows”. 

At this stage the Inland Rivers Network coordinator said environmental groups were so 

dissatisfied with the process they flagged with the Minister that they would take the Murrumbidgee 

Regulated Rivers Water Sharing Plan to court. The Minister then directed the director general to 

seek better outcomes. Environmental groups also began to use and rely on the Minister for the 

Environment and staff rather than the Minister for Natural Resources and staff because they seemed 

to get a better voice. 

Finally there was Craig Knowles (Minister of Natural Resources from 2003–2005) who 

sought to expedite the process of water reform. Environmental groups reported in interviews that 

this Minister was not as supportive as he could have been. They found it difficult to get his office to 

even consider their views. As a result, environment groups retreated to focus only on the Minister 

for the Environment. Although he did not have carriage of the process, he had a concurrent role 
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(i.e., both ministers had to agree to the plan). At this stage, environmental groups also turned to the 

Green‟s representative in the Senate in order to get a voice in parliament. 

In a last ditch attempt to get water for the environment because negotiations on a plan-by-

plan basis were not getting anywhere, a coalition of environmental groups went to the Minister for 

the Environment and his top advisor to propose that there be a state-wide efficiency dividend of 1% 

per year over ten years. The idea was put to Cabinet by the Minister but it was rejected by Cabinet. 

The Minister for Natural Resources belonged to the dominant centre right, while Minister for 

Environment belonged to the minority left. Indeed the Minister for Natural Resources ended up 

putting legislative amendments to parliament in 2004 that removed the Minister for the 

Environment‟s concurrent role. 

Contact with agency staff. Environmental lobbyists stated that they had good access to 

senior DLWC staff, particularly in the early days. One lobbyist said “There was a natural alliance 

there. It wasn‟t always seeing eye to eye but they were certainly greener than the decision-makers 

in the inland”. Being based in Sydney and being involved in a range of water issues was an 

advantage because they knew some of the policy-makers from previous work. Indeed, another 

lobbyist said: “I think a lot of people in Bridge Street and Parramatta were looking to use the green 

groups to try and achieve their policy outcomes… to help them overcome the very strong political 

force of the irrigator community”. However, such support was not universal as some of the middle 

and upper level managers were formerly from the regions. 

Environmentalists found they had commonalities with the ecologists and scientists within 

the various departments. One environmental lobbyist said “We try to use them and they would try to 

use us. Before we go to a meeting I would ring them up and say „what do you reckon about this or 

what about the data or modelling‟. We would network quite well particularly with the staff in the 

EPA, NPWS, and fisheries”. A good example of this close network occurred during the Regulated 
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Rivers Committee deliberations when the initial draft was viewed by environmental groups as not 

giving sufficient consideration to the need of the environment. Scientists from the EPA and the 

NPWS put the state of aquatic biodiversity and the decline of the Lower Murrumbidgee wetlands on 

the agenda. Indeed some of their ecological research reached the front page of the Sydney Morning 

Herald. Not long after, the development of the final plan was largely taken out of the hands of 

regional DLWC and the Regulated Rivers Committee. One lobbyist said “Stan had very good press 

contacts and he had an official release which was signed off by his Minister so he had protection. 

He is not involved in any committees. He knew what was going on politically – no doubt it was a 

tactical move and Stan is very good at that. And when the agency‟s local representative was 

captured by the irrigators and not listening to head office, he used what influence he had to good 

effect”. 

10.3.2 The actions of peak agricultural groups  

The data, sourced from staff interviews and various stakeholder documents and media 

releases, were coded into areas covering campaign coordination, connections with regional 

representatives, direct action, lobbying, and contact with agency staff. 

Campaign coordination. Advocacy groups representing agricultural interests had a number 

of existing networks that they used through the process. There were already many regional bodies 

that had experience dealing with reform in one way or another – whether it was about the use of 

pesticides or business reporting. These bodies included groups such the Murrumbidgee 

Groundwater Pumpers Association, Murrumbidgee Horticultural Council, Murrumbidgee Private 

Irrigators Inc, and Riverina Citrus. So to some degree there was a lot of local social capital (i.e., 

organisation, communication, knowledge trust) already in place in each region when the water 

reform process commenced. 
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The NSW Farmers Association, which represents 25–30 commodity groups, took a lead role 

in the state-wide process. The Association underwent a strategic re-structure in 2002 as a result of 

lessons learnt from the native vegetation reform process and the perceived ongoing threat of reform 

in natural resource management (see Halpin 2002). This re-structure included creating a 

government relations unit, the sole role of which was to achieve policy wins. One of the people 

employed in that unit had specific skills in campaign strategy. Their office in Sydney allowed the 

organisation to gain close access to media, government, and politicians, that the regional 

organisations had trouble accessing. A few other larger key groups such as the Horticultural 

Council or Macquarie Food and Fibre also employed their own staff whose role involved advocacy 

over water reform. 

Although the NSW Farmers Association was able to better resource the campaign in terms 

of staff, expertise, and local connections than were environmental groups, it had problems 

developing a united position. Many members of the Association resigned or ceased active 

involvement because they thought the positions taken, and the focus of efforts, were too biased 

towards broad-scale irrigation. Downstream irrigators often took positions different from those of 

farmers higher up in the catchment. Indeed in the Murrumbidgee, people representing agricultural 

interests on the Unregulated Rivers Committee disagreed strongly with similar people on the 

(downstream) Regulated Rivers Committee. Even within committees, the horticultural 

representatives could be in conflict with irrigators over allocation of water if there was a 

preferential licensing system (see Chapter 8).  

Like the environmental groups, agricultural representatives also participated in state-wide 

processes including the Ministerial Advisory Council, departmental advisory forums such as the 

state-wide committee, and panels focused on developing particular policy areas (e.g. the NSW 

Groundwater Policy). 
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Connection with regional representatives. Unlike the environment groups, when the 

Committees were being appointed, the NSW Farmers Association had little direct involvement in 

selecting candidates. However, the structure was such that the regional grass-roots agricultural 

groups that were asked to nominate people were often part of the NSW Farmers Association. For 

example, members of Murrumbidgee and Coleambally Irrigation were appointed on the Catchment 

Management Board and these groups were affiliated with the Association. One participant 

illustrated this informal connection between regional groups and the Association: “I have been 

involved in natural resources management issues locally, on the executive of the local water users 

association, I have been chairman of the local landcare group, and involved with New South Wales 

Farmers”.  

To support the delegates on the various forums, the NSW Farmers Association held a 

number of workshops that provided participants with the opportunity to gain background 

information and to talk about the way things were going. These workshops were held both 

regionally and in Sydney. There was also an email chat group set up giving members a chance to 

discuss issues and providing updates on what was happening within the state. Like the 

environmental groups‟ report of the success of their own email network, farmers (participants on 

committees) stated there were inconsistent levels of activity: “I never typed anything to send to it 

but there was about 3 comments sort of thing and they stayed there for a year”. Staff from the 

NSW Farmers Association also directly contacted representatives to offer support and get updates. 

In contrast to environmental groups, the contact between NSW Farmers Association and the 

people on these forums did not have to be strong. As actors represented small local agricultural 

groups, they were able to garner local support and use local social capital to support their own 

specific campaigns. For example, the irrigators on the Groundwater Committee said they would use 

community meetings to get the information out to the pumpers: “I would use my own rank and file 

to discuss pretty openly what the committee was about. There wasn‟t really a problem with that”. 
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The group ended up deciding to work outside the forum process, including using strategies such as 

contacting senior staff, meeting the Minister, and eventually going to court. Participants 

representing farmers took it as part of their role to communicate to other farmers about what was 

going on and to discuss options being considered. 

A good example of the ability of local agricultural groups to create pressure occurred when 

John Aquilina was the responsible Minister. Speeches by the Minister and the Shadow Minister in 

Hansard 2001–2003 record that local groundwater pumper associations were able to pressure the 

Minister directly in meetings, get the opposition to pursue the matter in parliament, have the Prime 

Minister visit the area, and also get the Commonwealth Government to pressure the state (including 

making a state-wide funding threat). In 2003, a structural adjustment package worth millions of 

dollars was announced specifically for the Namoi. 

The dialogue between representatives on the same forums was strong. Indeed, facilitators 

referred to many of the actors as part of the “old boys” network. These people not only grew up 

together or had a long history of family association, but had also been involved in other 

organisations such as the board of one of the irrigation companies or grower groups.  

Direct Action. Like the environmental groups, the key agricultural groups made submissions 

or wrote letters whenever possible. For example, the NSW Irrigator‟s Council wrote to the National 

Competition Panel assessment that the water reform process was poor and needed to give farmers 

greater certainty. They also wrote to the Minister when draft policy or legislation was available for 

comment. Like environment groups in many cases, these submissions were supported by a meeting 

with the Minister or senior policy advisors. 

Being better resourced and more numerous, agricultural groups were able to include actions 

that were unavailable to environmental groups. For example, agricultural groups were able to pay 

for research, advertise, and get media personalities to support their views (Table 10.1). This 
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included a release by NSW Irrigator‟s Council that pointed to the loss of 181,297 megalitres, some 

959 jobs, and $368.7 million in the Murrumbidgee. The NSW Farmers Association similarly 

released an estimate that said it will cost 4300 jobs across the state. Cotton Australia went further, 

and claimed the cost would be $1.7 billion (The Land, 1/07/2002). The Minister‟s response was to 

state it was alarmist and suggest the impact was closer to $17million and 45 jobs (Smith, 2002). On 

May 6
th

 the NSW Farmers Association reiterated these statements by saying that the water reforms 

were threatening social and economic fabric of rural Australia. The Minister then replied with a 

statement detailing the cost of not implementing the reforms. After sustained publicity, the Minister 

agreed to form a socioeconomic review committee to look at the concerns in July of 2002. That 

committee included the President of the NSW Farmers Association and the President of the NSW 

Irrigator‟s Council. The Minister also promised to provide whatever resources were necessary to 

complete the task (Smith, 2002). By September, the NSW Government released this research which 

showed that the impact would be much less than the NSW Irrigator‟s Council‟s estimate. However, 

this example shows how agricultural groups were able to create and promote a story that was 

sufficiently sensitive enough to the government that it was forced to respond, as well as being able 

connect to the wider community that water reform meant there would be a negative impact on jobs 

and production. The result was a significant delay the implementation of the water-sharing plans 

(Smith, 2002; Parker & Ockowaski, 2003).  

Other resources that agricultural groups were able to employ included taking journalists and 

ministers on regional tours and showing them the most affected areas. This was complemented by 

paying social commentators and some papers to promote the impact of water reform in the urban 

media (Table 10.2). Most noticeably, Alan Jones, who was paid to make announcements supporting 

the NSW Farmers Association positions during his radio program (NSW Farmers Association, 

2004).  



 219 

The agricultural groups were also able to better to encourage local communities to undertake 

direct action. For example, Mal Peters, President of NSW Farmers Association, organised a rally in 

Gunnedah in 2002 over two issues: structural adjustments and secure water entitlement. More than 

2,000 people protested as part of that rally. Similar public rallies were held in other regional towns 

and these often voted to reject the water policies, demanded consultation, or demanded 

compensation for water that was “stolen”. Later when appropriate water-sharing plans were drafted, 

agricultural groups were able to show mass support for these plans. For example, in some irrigation 

areas, the regional government office received as many as 1,500 submissions in support of the plans 

(National Competition Council, 2004). Facilitators reported that most of these submissions were 

almost word-for-word with what the NSW Farmers Association suggested.  

Another key direct action strategy was that the NSW Farmers Association formed a 

coalition that included a range of interests, and in doing so, provided greater legitimacy to their 

arguments and actions. This alliance, the NSW Water Alliance, included the Local Government and 

Shires Associations, the Australian Bankers Association [ABA], Cotton Australia, the New South 

Wales Irrigator‟s Council, the Rice Growers Association, and the NSW Farmers Association. The 

coalition publicly expressed grave concerns about how the Carr government was handling water 

reform and the property rights issue. By creating this coalition, the NSW Farmers Association was 

able to give credibility to its claims about the significant financial burden that water reform would 

have on regional communities. It was also able to gain more media attention.  

Agricultural groups also matched the tactics of environmental groups. For example, 

environmental representatives wrote letters of dissent for both the Regulated and Unregulated 

Rivers Plan (Tarcutta Creek) because they felt outvoted and/or the plans were to be subject to 

change by the government without consultation back to the Committee. The facilitator said of the 

Regulated River Committee: “I understand the irrigator representatives thought well they better 
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write a letter because everyone else had written a letter saying they were questioning the process. I 

suppose that it came to tit for tat lobbying”.  

A few groups finally resorted to court action, particularly when the plans were finalised by 

Ministerial intervention rather than being the ones that the community had developed. For example, 

the Murrumbidgee Groundwater Preservation Association took the Minister to the Land and 

Environment Court in 2004, arguing about the power of the Minister. The Water Management Act 

provides for management committees to carry out a specific task in relation to water management. 

The plan was made by the Minister as distinct from the committee – yet this forum did everything a 

recognised committee should. The Association argued that the Minister‟s actions were unfair 

because they had a legitimate expectation that the community‟s plan would be adopted given that 

the planning process outlined in the legislation had been followed. The court ruled that, although it 

may have been unfair, the Minister had the power to override the process. Indeed, the court stated 

that water-sharing plans were always going to be unfair to some interests. Similarly, the Irrigator‟s 

Council wanted to take the Regulated River water-sharing plan to court. There were over a dozen 

plans being contested, the justice system decided to put to two plans on trial initially in order to set 

precedents that would influence the others. The other irrigator groups who wanted to pursue action 

stopped after the ruling handed down in the Murrumbidgee Groundwater case. 

Lobbying. Lobbying was largely focused on the regulated river and groundwater processes. 

In the unregulated rivers, the actors negotiate over small volumes and local issues. Participants 

often had not been involved with government to any large extent. In the catchment management 

boards, participants did not represent particular stakeholder groups and by the nature of their 

business, there was no need to lobby parliament intensely. By contrast, the groundwater committees 

actors were faced with large cutbacks (up to 90% in some cases) and regulated rivers were also 

being threatened with cutbacks.  
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Speeches recorded in Hansard between 2000–2003 suggest that various agricultural groups 

frequently met with the opposition members of parliament, particularly the leader of the National 

Party, the Shadow Minister for Natural Resources, and/or the local member for Murrumbidgee. 

These politicians gave strong support to farmer groups by raising issues very vocally in parliament. 

The opposition stated that the process was “downright nasty to farmers‟ and that the wider 

community believed that developing water-sharing plans was a snow job (Hansard 03/2002). The 

issues raised included the key agriculturalist storylines outlined in Chapter 5 such as representation 

on the forums, lack of socioeconomic analysis, insufficient time, policy not being finalised, a lack 

of performance indicators, lack of scientific data, and the absence of any long-term property rights.. 

Indeed, in replying to these issues the Minister sometimes asked how many questions actually come 

from the opposition insight and suggested they came verbatim from the Irrigator‟s Council and 

NSW Farmers Association. 

Richard Amery and John Aquilina (Ministers for Natural Resources at various times) also 

stated in Hansard that they met with many farmer groups (Hansard, 05/2002 06/2003). A lobbyist 

for farmers said “Farmers can say well you need to meet with the Namoi cotton industry and then 

it‟s the Murray rice growers; whereas the green groups are all viewed as one”. For Amery, the 

pressure was so great that one senior staff member said (in an interview) the Department was 

encouraged to keep the status quo in terms of water allocations. Indeed one Labor party insider said 

that Craig Knowles replaced John Aquilina as Minister because all the Labor politicians were being 

pressured so much by the various agricultural groups, each seeking a meeting over water reform. So 

the party decided to appoint someone, such as Knowles, who was more resilient.  

Contact with agency staff. Like the environmental groups, participants representing various 

agricultural interests stated that they had contacts with staff: “Everything I got from head office, 

before it happened”. Another said “I spoke with the Deputy Director-General late Friday and I will 

continue to ring those guys and talk with them”. One facilitator said “The irrigators were doing it 
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all the time. I think it was really quite spooky because we virtually saw this culture being nurtured 

by [the Department of ] Land and Water”. However in my interviews, agriculturalists emphasised 

that this was more information exchange rather than cooperative action. The contact tended to be 

more with regional staff. 

10.4 Impacts/effects on government 

The overall impact on the government from all these actions by the advocacy groups was 

significant. The original aim stated by Kim Yeadon was to pare back water extraction to a more 

sustainable level, protect key environmental features, and give water users adequate security. 

Originally $11 million was earmarked for the process and a state-wide target of 10% more water for 

the environment was set. In the end, farmers obtained a windfall gain of perpetual water rights, it 

cost tax payers over $100 million, the process altered water allocations by a mere 0.5%, the 

Department fielded over 400 questions without notice from government, the Department that 

facilitated the process ceased to exist, and several of the water-sharing plans that were meant to be 

implemented in July 2002 are still to be activated (Millar 2004). 

The NSW government was initially encouraged by environmental groups to make water 

reform a priority because of the decline of the inland rivers. Additionally, COAG and the National 

Water Initiative directives that gave the NSW Government the goals of allocating different types of 

water and promoting sustainability meant that the Water Management Act (2000) gave a clear 

priority to the environmental needs. However, in undertaking the community consultation process, 

the NSW government found that realising those goals would impose a high social cost. Agricultural 

groups built considerable momentum using a range of strategies that meant the state government‟s 

initial target of 10% was, at first, softened to not exceeding 10%, and then later to simply retain the 

stats quo. In 2003 John Aquilina stated in parliament that even a 0.5% gain for the environment in 

the Murrumbidgee River was a “definite win for the environment and the future health of this iconic 

river”. 
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The ongoing pressure by both advocacy groups also forced NSW government to expedite 

the process. Examples include the committees being told in 2001–02 to focus only on water 

allocations, which is the critical aspect in water reform that secures National Competition Council 

money from the Commonwealth (see Chapter 3). Later, the committees were informed that 

decisions could be by voting rather than by consensus. Around 2003 the government requested that 

all water-sharing plans be submitted even if agreement had not been achieved, and to simply detail 

where there was disagreement. In 2006 it was announced by the NSW Government that the 

arrangements for developing remaining plans for the unregulated catchments were to be formulated 

using a generic macro planning process rather than a forum process. All these actions reduce the 

scope, complexity, and need for negotiation in the planning process. 

Government also abandoned some of its liability and responsibilities. In 2002 the Act was 

amended so that the definition of environmental water was narrowed. Other amendments meant that 

the Minister was required to deal with key things such as strategies and performance indicators in 

general terms rather than specifics. On reading the new amendments, the Minister also stated in 

Parliament in 2003 that there could be further amendments to the Act.  

Finally on June 2003, Craig Knowles announced the postponing of water-sharing plans due 

to lobbying by the Murray and Murrumbidgee irrigators and pressure from the Commonwealth. 

Commencement of New South Wales' new water management framework would not occur until 

COAG had finalised fundamental national principles. In 2004 additional amendments were made to 

the Water Management Act (2000) making the Minister exempt from certain requirements regarding 

community consultation. These amendments also changed the definition of environmental water 

from providing fundamental ecosystem health to simply water committed to providing some flow. 

In February of 2004, Knowles issues a press release stating that he was hopeful the plans would be 

completed by June of that year. However in the end, the government made its own plans in many of 
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the water resource areas. Even today, only about half of the original plans that were proposed have 

been both gazetted and implemented. 

10.5 Discussion and conclusion 

Social scientists studying interest groups and politics often share common core questions 

about the way action leads to change. Studying networks has become an accepted way of 

understanding how networks of actors such as interest groups and lobbyists affect public policies 

(Stevenson & Greenberg, 2000). This research shows that the development of natural resource 

management plans and their implementation involved not just processes within regional forums but 

also involved a much larger struggle for influence between competing networks of stakeholders. 

Organisations such as the NSW Farmers Association, and the Nature Conservation Council of NSW 

undertook a range of political actions in order to get their views heard.  

There are lessons regarding the regional forums and their connection with wider policy 

processes. Many researchers assume that stakeholders act rationally within forums and this includes 

the regional forums that are the focus if this thesis. It is suggested, for example, that actors will 

examine alternatives, estimate their consequences, and select the options that maximise mutual 

benefit to the community (Habermas, 1981). Such rationality assumes perfect information, known 

preferences, and that the actors are interdependent (Ostrom, 2000; Yaffee & Wollendeck, 2000). 

However, actors involved in developing these water-sharing plans are motivated to participate as a 

way of satisfying their own values. Allocating scarce resources to fight an adversary in these 

regional forums makes little sense unless you can overcome or modify the opponents‟ strategies. In 

this sense these forums are part of an instrumental goal: merely a stepping stone that might assist an 

actor achieve the ultimate goal of conservation or production. An example of using these stepping 

stones occurred when the established institutional framework of regional participation lost its value 

and actors felt that they could no longer contribute, they looked for other arenas state-wide. Indeed 

when these state-wide arenas lost interest, groups moved to the wider Living Murray process. If 
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actors can see opportunities for their interests to be met in ways other than through structured 

discussion, it is rational to expect they will take up these other opportunities.  

Related to the above is a question about the relevance of idealistic views concerning the role 

of networks. Social networks (including epistemic communities and occupational communities) are 

known to be crucial for learning, competitive advantage, dealing with uncertainty, and increasing 

the quality of decisions (Sobels & Curtis, 2001). These networks are actor constellations that 

perceive they have something in common with others (Mawhinney, 2004; Richardson, 2000). 

Idealistic or perhaps acritical perspectives of networks suggests that they are a necessary part of 

dealing with diversity within society and enable the resolution of wicked problems for the benefit of 

all (e.g. Pahl-Wostl et al., 2008). However, another more normative view sees networks as being 

powerful constellations that increase any single actor‟s efficacy because they are more able make 

particular pleadings and demands on the government (Christopoulos, 2008; Weible, 2008). Whether 

networks are enabling or containing, and for whom, depends on the nature of the network, the 

governance of that network including the presence or absence of ties, the number of ties, and the 

nature of those ties (Walker & Hurley, 2004). While there is some empirical literature showing that 

networks can lead to mutual benefit, this chapter supports the more normative view because it 

shows that water policy was developed within complexes that consisted of links between actors 

operating within various political opportunity structures. This finding suggests a need for the 

literature to clarify whether terms such as networks or nested hierarchies are being used to label 

certain phenomena being analysed or whether these terms are being used to prescribe a better way 

of doing business. 

Two key concepts, namely policy image and policy venue (Baumgartner & Jones, 1993), 

link the chapter on discourse (Chapter 6) with the results outlined in this chapter and help explain 

the overall strategies and actions by advocacy groups. How a policy is understood and discussed 

refers to its policy image, while policy venues are the institutional locations where authoritative 
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decisions are made concerning a given issue (Baumgartner  & Jones, 1993). Advocacy groups 

generally oppose different policy options if they believe the change will undermine their interests, 

and may undertake a range of actions to influence decisions. These interest groups draw on a range 

of social capital, such as grass-roots support and financial resources (see Table 10.1), to create a 

strong policy image and then seek windows receptive within institutional venues to have that image 

considered.  

Past studies have focused on the success of particular tactics of advocacy groups in 

achieving policy change. For example, according to Nicholson-Crotty and Nicholson-Crotty (2004) 

and Smith (1995) the waxing and waning of the fortunes of environmental groups was closely tied 

to the access and influence that they had over bureaucrats. There has also been broader examination 

of the types of strategies and tactics that advocacy groups can use. Berry (1977) describes four 

broad strategies available to interest groups including litigation, confrontation through public 

relations and releasing research reports, information through meetings and presentations, and 

support through letter writing etc. Much of the literature regarding the resolution of public policy by 

advocacy groups comes from the United States and thus reflects that nation‟s particular legal, 

political, and institutional setting. The research in this chapter gives some indication of the range of 

actions used by agricultural and environmental groups (see Table 10.2 at the end of chapter) and 

their capacity to influence policy decisions within an Australian context. It is consistent with Lane 

and Morrison‟s (2006) work on non-government organisations involvement in environmental 

governance showing such groups are involved in policy development, conflict resolution and 

environmental management. 
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Table 10.1: Components* of social capital available to the two interest groups 

 Agricultural Groups Environmental Groups 

Institutional 

capital 
 Key office in Sydney 

 Finances 

 Network of well resourced 

commodity groups 

 Key office in Sydney 

 Strong connections with some 

departmental staff 

Human 

capital 
 3 staff allocated 

 Organisation restructured to address 

problem 

 Network of commodity groups 

 Two staff partially allocated 

 Network of city based 

supporters 

Cognitive 

capital 
 Access to economic data 

 Access to specific case studies 

 One person employed specifically 

with expertise in lobbying 

 Access to science 

Structural 

capital 
 Created links with city media 

 Created coalition that included local 

government and bankers to lobby 

 Strong links with opposition 

 Strong links with the minister 

(at times), particularly the 

Environment Minister 

 

* Using Moore, Severn & Millar‟s (2006) framework of social capital 

 

Productive influence on policy processes requires considerable skill, acumen, and human 

and financial resources. These abilities were critical for enabling advocacy groups to gain power 

and position themselves within a hierarchical network of policy windows. Tactics included 

stakeholder groups trying to work with insiders such as the bureaucrats in order to overcome the 

lack of power that exists within the regional processes. This suggests that while there are distinct 

lines between government and stakeholders and there are also more subtle processes at work, 

including those explained simply by human nature. Agency staff involved in the process shared 

values and objectives with some participants and some groups, and these are used by those 

stakeholders to advance their positions. This is consistent with Sabatier et al.‟s (2005) advocacy 

coalition framework. Clearly, interaction with clients and constituents is a desirable and necessary 

condition of successful management, but it is also consistent with other research that shows 

advocacy groups influence public managers‟ decisions (Culhane, 1981; Dukes & Firehock, 2001; 

Eckersley, 2003). Influence is not achieved only by lobbying and conflict, but by operating in close 

working groups through the policy sub-system as a whole (e.g. in this study environment groups 
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strategically placed people on forums and used a communications network). This means that many 

important elements of power by interest groups are potentially unobservable.  

The NSW water reform process is an example of policy development and governance not 

fitting into a nested hierarchy or clear institutional structure. The political system became an 

important sphere of influence where actors attempted to influence decisions and activities in ways 

that were informal and illegitimate in the sense that it was not sanctioned by the regional forum or 

formal authority. The initial institutional design was such that it created a perceived lack of fairness 

in the participatory process. This, in turn, led to political activity by advocacy groups. This activity, 

in turn, not only changed government policy but also led to government wanting to expedite the 

process, which, in turn, led to changes in legislation and rules that made the process more unfair. 

The end result was that several water-sharing plans presented to the government had to be largely 

overridden. In June 2004, all but one of the water-sharing plans across the state were the Minister‟s 

plan as opposed to the committee‟s plans (Millar, 2004). The disadvantage of this type of approach 

is that it causes high transaction costs as actors are rewarded when they take advantage of the 

multiple policy windows that are open.  

Mintzberg (1983) argues that use of influence and power occurs because there are problems 

or gaps in the management/administrative systems or systems of authority. Such problems may 

arise due to the sheer number of groups crowding into an issue space (Richardson, 2000). Research 

has shown that these gaps open across time and as different issues develop (Richardson, 2000). The 

ability to exert influence by each advocacy group ebbs and flows as the structure of the game 

slowly unfolds (Mawhinney, 2004). Such politicisation is not new to planning and policy 

development. Indeed, it might be seen as part of a wider Foucaultian governmentality were power 

relationships are multiple and permeate all interactions (Herbert-Cheshire, 2003).Therefore 

practitioners have been wrestling with techniques to integrate rather than ignore the political 

dimension. In this context, the key to better policy-making is to ensure that all perspectives of the 
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community are articulated effectively. This includes not simply creating multiple forums but also 

creating a transparent and effective framework of rules, procedures, and arenas for different sorts of 

voices in the community.  

To conclude, this chapter shows that well established advocacy groups, endowed with the 

necessary skills, acumen, and resources, may not only be formally invited to serve as policy 

participants, but they may also be able to take other activities that allow them to formulate policy 

and direct how it is implemented. While Chapter 9 demonstrated that the government had a 

powerful influence on the regional forums, that power was constrained by the ability of advocacy 

groups to move outside the process and direct it. Good examples of that in this study were the 

ability of environmental groups to get the draft Murrumbidgee water-sharing plan revised and the 

ability of agricultural groups to not only dilute the government‟s 10% target for water recovery but 

also to change the definition of what was meant by environmental water. The results are also 

consistent with other research that shows advocacy groups are able to draw on a range of social 

capital to create strong policy images, that the groups that tend to dominate discussion within policy 

venues are generally better financially resourced, and that the power of the state is contingent on 

network stability and the interactions that take place between actors (Herbert-Cheshire, 2003; Lin, 

2001).  

In 2007, Mal Peters, President of the NSW Farmers Association said he thought that what 

the organisation achieved out of the water reform process was, broadly speaking, good. In contrast, 

environmental groups viewed the process as frustrating and were forced to move on to other arenas, 

such as the Living Murray, after they lost battles in state and regional arenas. This is not to say 

agricultural groups won and environmental groups lost. By largely acceding to the demands of 

agricultural groups (i.e., largely maintaining water allocations) and giving them a prima facie 

financial gain of ownership of that water, agricultural groups may have lost the ability to argue 

against instrumental intervention (Crase, 2008). That is, water has now become a commodity and as 
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such it provides a favourable environment to move to more a market governance approach, where 

economic instruments reduce water allocations. Indeed, this is increasingly the emphasis of much of 

the water reform process nationally. As such it shows that on many levels it is not possible to 

identify servant and master in the NSW water reform process because power is a process, not an 

event, and there will always be a broader ongoing struggle.  
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Table 10.2: Key events in the water reform process 

Year Policy Area Key events 

1999   Water committees working to develop a plan focused on broader management issues. Government 

policy is that the plans must be developed through consensus. 

 State-wide policy is an overall return of 10%. 

 Opposition argues that farmers should be left to do what they do best, and plans are a waste of time. 
   

2000 Government 

policy 
 Water conservation strategy released and re-states that the process is a partnership. 

 Draft Water Management Act proposed. 

 Agricultural group 

actions 
 Water users lobby for greater security and certainty. 

 Parliament  Over 160 amendments proposed on draft water management. Agricultural groups seek greater security, 

while environmental groups focus on adaptive management and greater use of science. 

 Although opposition passes legislation it starts to question public servant involvement and make-up in 

press and parliament. 

 Greens win only on greater use of science as a basis for measuring outcomes.  

 Policy windows  Stakeholder groups get appointed to other arenas such as the Water Advisory Council, State 

Groundwater Policy Working Group and environmental flows groups for the Murray. 

 Ministerial actions  Minster tells department to meet with key stakeholder groups and go through each of their proposed 

amendments one by one. 

 Received almost 600 submissions on proposed Act. 
   

2001 Government 

policy 
 Draft blueprints available for discussion. 

 30 committees established under the Act. 

 Water committees told to focus only on water sharing, not management in general. 

 Second reading of Catchment Management Amendment Bill. 

 Agricultural group 

actions 
 NSW Farmers Association takes Deputy Prime Minister to five marginal electorates. He states he will 

use COAG to leverage NSW 

 Alliance formed with Bankers Association, farmer groups, and local government. 

 Environmental 

group actions 
 Send out a target analysis of blueprint and issue a water sharing position paper. 
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Year Policy Area Key events 

 Ministerial actions  Minister meets with key agricultural groups and encourages them to finalise process. 

2001 Parliament  Opposition questions government about lack of broader community consultation, the role of 

government, and information on available on which committees can make decisions. 

 Opposition in parliament begins to focus on the Namoi groundwater situation.  

 Opposition state water rights are a fundamental part of policy. 

 Policy Windows  Stakeholder groups participate in newly-formed stakeholder reference group. 
   

2002 Government 

policy 
 Groundwater dependent ecosystem policy released. 

 Amendments to Water Management Bill diluting government responsibility. Minister only has to deal 

with objectives and performance indicators in general terms. 

 Exiting water licence holders will get new licences. 

 SWMOP (overarching state-wide water policy and targets) completed. 

 Premier‟s advisory taskforce on farming and rural resources established. 

 Most plans due for release in July 2002 but were delayed. 

 Media  Begins reporting that the process is failing to divide up water, the rivers are dying, and the issue is 

being hotly contested. 

 Picks up report about the financial impact on farmers. For example, the Financial Review states that the 

process may affect farmers‟ ability to pay loan commitments. Daily Telegraph runs the same story on 

the front page. 

 Agricultural group 

actions 
 Response to water reform: “Water for Life” policy released.  

 Restructure to create a strategic government relations unit designed to fight for policy wins in a 

specialised way. 

 Report about the economic impact of reform released in July. Estimate the cost as cost $1.7 billion 

million and 4,300 jobs in July. 

 Organise a protest in Gunnedah and 2000 people attend. 

 Lobby COAG to make a commitment on water security. 

 Minister also lobbied by many to extend the licence to 10–15 years. 

 Brief Allan Jones on farmer concerns and write a series of simple and concise briefs that he reads 

directly.  

 Commits to progress groundwater cuts issue in the Namoi (as an example of the wider impact) and 

develops strategic media campaign.  
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Year Policy Area Key events 

 Gets the Today show to runs stories on impact by taking reporters to the Namoi. 

 Bankers Association join the debate in the media. 

2002 Ministerial action  Aquilina becomes Minister and states that the process is as important as the outcome. 

 Minister conducts regular briefing sessions with peak stakeholder groups. 

 Minister commits to not destroying rural communities. 

 First draft of Murrumbidgee Regulated Rivers Water Sharing Plan rejected. 

 Minister responds to Agricultural group‟s economic impact statement by getting research undertaken to 

show the losses are 48 jobs and only $3.7 million. 

 Parliament  Opposition says Labor is treating people like Robert Mugabe. State they want compensation and longer 

licence rights in amendments. 

 Opposition asked about the impact of water reforms and whether the Minister has had advice from local 

government and banking authorities. 

 Members in parliament state there are numerous complaints lack of data, state planning issues. 

 Amendments to Water Bill introduced in November. Opposition wants amendments to make sure there 

are only local community people on the forums.  

 Opposition later claims that they secured amendments to the Water Management Act increasing farmer 

rights. 

 Forums  Ten of the 30 draft water plans submitted have minority reports – four from farmer groups. Many 

signed off on the proviso that work would be done later.  

 Commonwealth  Commonwealth urges the NSW Government to create property rights for water. 

 Have telephone hook up with Farmers National president, PM and Deputy PM to discuss water reform. 

 Environmental 

group actions 
 Write to the Director-General of Department saying that the process is totally inadequate. Environment 

not prioritised as per sections 5(3) and 9(b) of the Act. 

 Hosting a briefing in Parliament House on 15th November. 

 Release a position paper on water access entitlements. 

 Release to the media about concerns with Murrumbidgee Regulated River Water Plan.  
   

2003 Government 

Policy 
 Catchment management blueprints completed. 

 36 water plans gazetted but only 19 inland water plans gazetted. 

 CMA bills launched in Parliament in December to create CMAs. 
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Year Policy Area Key events 

 CEOs group starts to use the term “access entitlement” rather than “water right”. 

 Commonwealth  Canberra pressures NSW to complete water reform process. 

 Announces $500 million over five years to address over-allocation in the basin. 

2003 Ministerial Action  Knowles limits access by ignoring requests by stock and domestic groups for meetings. 

 Secures structural adjustment from Commonwealth for Namoi Groundwater Pumpers. 

 Agricultural group 

actions 
 NSW Irrigator‟s Council re-states the importance of entitlements and uncertainty with the National 

Competition Council  

 NSW Farmers Association and Mal Peters speak to the leader of the opposition before bill goes to 

parliament. 

 Institutions  DLWC disbanded. President of NSW Farmers Association said it was a positive move. 

 Environmental 

group actions 
 Raise the lack of integration between plans and poor consideration of environmental needs with the 

National Competition Council. 

 Begin to focus on the national Living Murray Process. 

 Issue press release that uses the example of the Macquarie Marshes showing tourism can offset 

reductions in water allocations. 

 Question whether the environment is a priority as stated under the Act. 

 Urge non-gazettal of some plans. 

 Begin to put forward the idea of an efficiency dividend.  

 Parliament 

 
 Debate in parliament has moved on to tenure and compensation, environmental sustainability becomes 

secondary.  

 People complain about DLWC saying they exert undue and improper influence on deliberations. 

 Opposition party members in ongoing liaison with agricultural groups and raise their concerns directly 

in parliament.  

 Introduced three bills at once late in the evening concerning water management and catchment 

management. 
   

2004 Government 

policy 
 Water Management Amendment Bill put in Parliament in June. This gives farmers a perpetual right to 

water. Media reports passage as transferring assets worth billions. 

 Bill also dilutes Minister‟s responsibilities and narrows the definition of environmental water and the 

concurrence role of the Minister for Environment 

 31 of 34 water-sharing plans come into effect on July 1. 
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Year Policy Area Key events 

 Government disbands catchment boards and creates authorities. 

 Court action  NSW Government faces 12 legal challenges to water reform.  

2004 Commonwealth   Prime Minister issues a statement supporting compensation for loss of water.  

 COAG negotiates compensation package.  

 A further $2 billion is announced for a national water fund. 

 Ministerial actions  The Minister recommitments to transparent and robust planning saying “the NSW Government believes 

that natural resource reform will succeed only if there is genuine partnership between government and 

local people”. 

 Minister further delays implementation and gazettal of plans.  The Premier directs the Minister to look 

specifically history of use and structural adjustments packages. 

 Speaks directly to some groups about process. 

 Environmental 

group actions 
 Issue a “water rights in perpetuity” statement –saying rights are not good. 

 Attempt to make water efficiency dividends (10% over ten years) as part of the amendments to the 

Water Act. 

 Get Ian Cohen (Greens Senator) to push for changes amendment but all rejected. 

 Report process has failed to meet COAG obligations in their publications. 

 Begin to focus on the broader Murray Darling and ask for 1500GL to be returned to the environment.  

 Parliament  Opposition party members continue ongoing liaison with agricultural groups and raise their concerns 

directly in parliament.  
   

2005 Summary  Court decision that technical errors are not enough to invalidate a plan and the Minister has discretion 

to make winners or losers. 

 COAG suspends payment to NSW because its plans failed to provide adequate environmental flows. 

 New Water Bill passed giving farmers perpetual water rights. 

 Environmental groups focus their campaign on the broader Living Murray. 
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Chapter 11: Discussion and conclusion 

“I really think water reform in NSW is not an opportunity for stakeholder engagement because the terms of reference and 

end points are known. I don’t think they bring these committees together to come up with collaborative solutions because 

we already have the solutions – we just want to give some ownership”.               State Government Policy Analyst 

11.1 Introduction 

Since the 1980s Australia has been experimenting with a variety of participatory processes 

in natural resource management. These approaches are believed to be critical for resolving complex, 

wicked, and messy environmental dilemmas involving multiple actors (Rittel & Weber, 1973; 

Wondolleck & Yaffee, 2000). To date, implementation of these approaches has often proven 

difficult, with perceived benefits sometimes falling short of expectations (Bellamy et al., 2001; 

Wondolleck & Yaffee, 2000). Our knowledge about what works, what does not, and if something 

works how it could be better, is limited. This thesis is contributing to that knowledge by exploring 

how the participants who represent advocacy groups within stakeholder committees seek to 

influence decisions and are part of a broader struggle by advocacy groups to influence 

environmental policy.  

An extensive body of literature about natural resource management already shows that there 

are significant areas of uncertainty that impinge on our ability to introduce effective participatory 

governance over environmental water allocations. What, for example, is the appropriate balance 

between extraction and other human uses? There is a range of competing, and sometimes 

complementary, uses for water that vary across both time and space, that have no common 

currency. Another question concerns what is needed to maintain ecosystem integrity. Clearly this is 

an issue that might be informed by science, but science is still struggling to describe and understand 

the environment and the impact of water diversion upon it. Finally, there is a set of complex 

governance issues regarding what decisions need to be made, who should make decisions, how 

various interests can make these decisions, and who is responsible for the various actions arising 
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from these decisions. The development and implementation of water policy is a truly wicked 

problem.  

In terms of the specific case study chosen, superimposed on the challenge presented by 

complexity is also a sense of urgency for policy reform with regard to water management. 

Prolonged periods of environmental extremes such as drought have been shocks to rural society that 

are now changing the political climate. These shocks are having high social costs and have 

galvanised those affected to demand change. While state and territory water planning authorities 

have invested many millions of dollars into water planning over the last 10 years, which have been 

by necessity experimental in nature due to the complexity of the issue involved, it is now widely 

believed by Australian society that it is important we get water governance right. Water is an asset 

that is highly valued and in need of urgent attention. 

The lessons in this thesis are not just important for Australia. They also have wider 

relevance. Access to, and use of, water have been a source of conflict between nations for many 

years. Examples of water wars are common in the literature, including those between Ethiopia and 

Egypt over the Nile, between Turkey, Syria, and Iraq over the Tigris, and between India and 

Bangladesh over the Ganges (see Cooley, 1984). Indeed, between 804AD and 1984 there have been 

over 3,600 treaties related to international water resources (Giordano & Wolf, 2001). Although each 

situation has its own specific environmental and institutional context, similar representative forums 

are used to consider water policy in Malawi, Zimbabwe, South Africa, the United States, and 

Europe (Chikozho 2002; Hajer & Wagenaar, 2003; Sabatier et al., 2005; Vincent & Manzungu, 

2004).  

So, while this thesis has provided a specific insight into the dynamics of the stakeholder 

process used to implement water reform in NSW, it also provides a broader contribution to our 

knowledge on governance, stakeholder interactions and capacity, institutional capacity, application 



 238 

of the IAD/AC framework, and the relevance of fairness. Each of these themes is now discuss in 

detail.  

11.2 Governance 

A critical question for any research focused on governance is whether there were or are the 

appropriate institutional arrangements to support effective decision-making. Implicit in the shift to 

governance is that it can realise some of the benefits outlined in Chapter 2 (section 2.4). In terms of 

the social benefits, this research revealed that actors were generally dissatisfied with the decision-

making process. For example, Jen Guice of the NCC of NSW said in 2003 "for those of us who 

have been involved in the NSW water-sharing plan process, from whichever side of the river, I think 

it‟s safe to say that the experience was one of frustration, confusion, and finally relief. However, the 

relief was not so much for the results that came out of the process as it was for an end to the 

meetings, analysis, and politics" (Guice, 2003 pp34). The media (e.g. The Financial Review, 2002) 

also reported the process as being a failure in participatory decision making.  

In terms of the environmental benefits, the governance arrangements hampered 

environmental outcomes. For example, in Coopers Creek, debate centred around cease-to-pump and 

protection of low flows. A causeway called Pioneers Bridge was impeding fish passage. One option 

was to remove the causeway to allow access to lower flows and increased fish passage, but the brief 

became so narrowly focused that the option was removed (see section 3.5.3). In the Gwydir there 

were 35GL in the water-sharing plan to support specific environmental outcomes such as bird 

breeding. However, when the opportunity came to use this water, it was released at such a slow rate 

that it failed to realise its objective (National Competition Council, 2005). These examples and the 

others outlined in this thesis (e.g. the issue of dam translucency – Chapter 7) suggest that the 

institutional arrangements were not appropriate to realise many of the benefits suggested for 

participatory processes. 
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Creating participatory governance arrangements to resolve complex environmental issues is 

challenging and should take into account power, information, and the objectives of many actors 

(Bressers & Kuks, 2004). This research shows that under such situations, policy processes can not 

always be assumed to follow a sequence of steps (e.g., Bridgmen & Davis, 2004; Pahl-Wostl et al, 

2008).  Societies have become more complex, and solving public problems now almost inevitably 

requires us to deal with an array of groups that do not necessarily share the same values or 

discourses. In attempting to manage wicked environmental issues, policy development under 

participatory governance structures occurs within complex multi-level and multi-actor settings. 

Policy is generally believed to involve polycentric institutional arrangements that are nested 

quasi-autonomous decision-making units operating at multiple scales (Folkes, Olsson & Norberg, 

2005). In appreciating multi-level and multi-actor settings, there is some discussion in the literature 

advocating nested hierarchies and/or the role of networks. Although part of this discussion focuses 

on what is actually meant by networking, network structures, networks or networked governance 

(see Christopoulos, 2008), a number of authors promote hierarchies and network structures as a way 

of addressing five common barriers to participatory governance: transaction costs, limited 

perspective, organisational sustainability, policy issues, and adequacy of representation (see 

Bellamy & McDonald, 2005; Margerum, 2007; Pahl-Wostl et al, 2008). However this research is an 

empirical example of policy arenas ostensibly being hierarchical without actually operating that 

way. Nor did the networks necessarily operate for the benefit of all. Water reform involved a 

complex system of multiple, sometimes nested, and sometimes polycentric decision-making 

arrangements that were being used concurrently by advocacy groups across a range of political 

levels to encourage appropriate decision-making. There were multiple levels of policy 

implementation and formulation, multiple actors with various levels of power and influence, and 

multiple perceptions of the problem and its solution. While this water reform process might be 

unusual, clearly there is need to counsel against uncritical or ideal views of nested hierarchies or 
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networks. In other words, research provides empirical evidence for the more normative view of 

networks and hierarchies (Christopoulos, 2008).  To assume that participatory institutional 

arrangements are created to achieve wider benefits is to ignore the profoundly political nature of 

some of these processes. Hierarchies and networking may take place in the shadow of broader 

strategies and actions by advocacy groups and coalitions of common interest.  

Chapter 9 showed that the language of cooperation and participation may mask the intended 

outcome of renewed state and/or vested interest power. Chapter 10 showed that the language of 

representation may mask an intended outcome of network of common interests building information 

and influence against opponents (including government) in order to wield power both inside and 

outside regional forums. Agricultural groups, in particular, were able to affect the outcome. These 

forums, the broader advocacy group strategies, and even government could at best be visualised as 

each having constrained empowerment. This finding is consistent with exchange theory in political 

science, which suggests that organisations need to exchange resources to achieve their goals, but a 

dominant coalition usually has some discretion to regulate the rules of the game (Rhodes, 1997). 

The degree of discretion is a product of the goal and the relative power of the actors. In this context, 

this research has revealed governance involves the continuing interaction between network 

members, game-like interactions regulated by the rules of the game, and that although the state does 

occupy a privileged position, it can only imperfectly steer the process.  

11.3 Stakeholder interactions and capacity 

In a cooperative process, actors ideally work together to resolve their differences. They do 

not avoid decisions and forge partnerships that work toward developing solutions. Each situation, 

issue, or problem prompts the need for actors to design a process specifically suited to their 

abilities, circumstances, and issues. This research revealed that a cooperative environment is easier 

to foster in arenas involving the distribution of resources and investments such as the catchment 

boards.  
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By contrast, in the increasingly common situation were there is a finite resource being over-

exploited (e.g., the water-sharing plans), existing users largely saw any negotiation as a zero sum 

game in the sense that they could not obtain water for the environment without taking it from 

someone else. Accordingly, the politics of these water reform arenas took on a very strong 

distributive dimension that involved contests between users in geographical space, with different 

classes of water, and between water users and the environment. 

Although government promoted these forums as a partnership, Chapter 6 showed that the 

water-sharing forums involved heated negotiation. In the water-sharing arenas actors compete with 

opponents to transform their objectives into a plan or policy before the opponents can do the same. 

To be effective, actors structure their interactions into coalitions both within and outside the forum 

or risk being overwhelmed by political opponents. Individual actors do not have the resources (e.g., 

time, money, and information) or power to achieve their objectives alone, and therefore use 

networks to help acquire enough social capital to gain a competitive edge in each policy subsystem. 

It may be possible to create a cooperative environment even when negotiating a reduced 

access right. In Chapter 6, participants viewed consensus and the legitimacy of participation as 

critical factors that changed dynamics of the arenas. This is consistent with the literature on 

partnerships which suggests that a key factor is that actors need to be interdependent (Gray, 1985; 

Waddock & Bannister, 1991). A consensus process, where all those who have a stake in the 

outcome have to reach agreement on actions and outcomes, is one form of interdependence. 

Consensus means that actors must work together to realise acceptable actions or outcomes without 

imposing the views or authority of one group over another. Although the actors may not agree with 

all aspects of the agreement, consensus is reached if all actors are willing to live with the total 

package. Participants in all water committees reported that when the process changed to majority 

rule, the dynamic of the forum changed to one dominated by conflict.  
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Recent research indicates that people participate for reasons other than to develop an agreed 

plan (Cheng & Mattor, 2006; Weible, 2008). Social identity theory suggests that the most vocal 

proponents are those who strongly identify with the interest group and thus tend to be identified as 

key representative stakeholders. Three findings in this study might be viewed as logical outcomes 

stemming from social identify theory. These are: processes that encourage actors to abandon or re-

direct social identification and become more loyal to an arena (such as being appointed as a board 

rather than as a representative) may be beneficial for reducing conflict; the tactic of putting their 

strongest negotiators on key forums used by interest groups tends to polarise a forum; and 

participants identify themselves more, and behave consistently (i.e., act rationally) with, their 

representative group‟s interests rather than that of a particular forum. 

Social capital is generally thought of as the trust, knowledge,reciprocity, skills, and 

connected institutions within society (Sick, 2008). It enables people in communities to work 

together to solve situations, and encourages flexibility and resilience. This research shows that 

under certain governance situations, social capital can also be used to overcome institutional 

impositions that impede an advocacy group's interests. Actors used various forms of capital 

including authority, information and expertise, coercive power, alliances and networks, access and 

control of agendas, and control of wider discourse as forms of power to influence the decision-

making process. Actors who rely solely on these forums to achieve their desired outcomes can be 

outflanked, outmanoeuvred, or overrun by individuals and groups that are more versatile in their 

ability to use power. In this context, the findings are broadly consistent with neopluralist views that 

suggest power is neither diffuse nor centralised but held by a few groups of elites (Richardson, 

2000). These more powerful groups compete within networks to achieve policy outcomes. This 

research has therefore taken the idea beyond a common paradigm in the literature that suggests 

participatory processes are a way to defuse power (see Chapter 2, section 2.3), to show that regional 

participatory forums can be one part of a broader struggle for positional relationships between 
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actors and their interest groups in network of governance. In situations of institutional change and 

uncertainty, social relationships and networks are used to gain access to resources, information, 

skills, techniques, and technologies that can be used to exploit the changed/changing environment 

in new ways. Individuals may use their social capital to exclude others or to form alliances that 

benefit elite factions rather than the common good.  

11.4 Institutional capacity 

In the post-war boom, water management in Australia meant that government‟s role 

included building huge water storage and distribution infrastructures, owning the rights to water, 

and managing water allocations and distributions as well as dispute resolution. In the current era the 

role of government is still significant, but has changed to focus, at least on the surface, on 

facilitation and support.  

One of the key roles of government in formulating a system of participatory governance was 

to identify and legitimately incorporate actors and their interests. This is because, as outlined in 

Chapter 2 section 2.4, stakeholders can have a significant impact on outcomes. In this study, a 

representative process was chosen and it was structured so that agricultural groups dominated all 

forums while the environmental groups were in a minority. This affected the dynamics within the 

forums, particularly when groups could make decisions by voting (Chapter 6). Chapter 8 suggested 

that a better understanding of power relations between representative stakeholders may have 

prevented some of the conflict that arose. This finding is consistent with a body of literature that 

shows when governments create participatory processes, problems are likely to arise if there is a 

failure to distinguish the nature and purpose of including a group and the best means for identifying 

their representatives (Catt & Murphy, 2003). Key questions to ask are what government is trying to 

accomplish by engaging, what specific stakeholder groups are essential and whose exclusion would 

be a mistake, and what characteristics of the stakeholder group tell us about how they should be 

represented. This research found government did not adequately address these questions when 
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planning to use participatory processes for NSW water reform. A key research finding in terms of 

institutional capacity was therefore the importance of having in place a clear policy framework prior 

to the commencement of the NSW water reform process.  

The impact of this lack of adequate prior planning by government had two effects. First, 

there was a lot of control exerted by the head office of the Department of Land and Water 

Conservation on these forums because there was no clear idea of the outcome beyond compliance 

with COAG requirements (Chapter 9). Second, stakeholder groups attempted to capitalise on the 

lack of structure and process to gain influence and power outside the forums (Chapter 10). There 

was a widespread belief among actors that a lack of definition about the roles and responsibilities 

occurred because the government wanted to abdicate responsibility for complex and contested 

issues while at the same time retaining the right to make contrary decisions when community 

backlash and/or economic prosperity threatened the state. Moreover, the injection of various policy 

components late in the process caused significant conflict, undermined participants‟ faith in the 

process, and led to a belief that other stakeholders were manipulating the system. The importance of 

clarifying exactly how and where stakeholder input should be incorporated into planning decisions 

was thus evident. It may mean that institutions need to create a collaborative “roadmap” or contracts 

in advance of participatory processes. Such a roadmap might help stakeholders who are suspicious 

of the various actors to understand when and where their input into plans has influence.  

This research also shows that institutions act more than just as implementers of government-

endorsed arrangements for participatory processes. Institutions also act and integrate through actors 

(Morrison, 2006; Richardson, 2000). In this case, stakeholders, particularly environmental groups, 

worked with staff in departments to gain information or to influence the process. This is consistent 

with the advocacy framework which refers to coalitions forming around policy beliefs. There was 

also reciprocity between stakeholders and the agency in terms of power and influence. Influence 

occurred at the macro-level (with politicians), at a meso-level (with top management) and micro-
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level (middle and project level). The presence of multiple forms of power and influence by 

stakeholder groups, and the creation of coalitions around policy beliefs, constrained the capacity of 

authorities to make decisions. 

Good policy outcomes are assumed to be dependent on good processes. According to 

political theory, transaction costs of developing policy are lower when there is a good match 

between the institutional capacity and the structure of the policy issue at hand (Lubell, 2004). Given 

the complexity involved, there is most likely no perfect way to undertake water planning across 

Australia. However, putting people with strongly-held opposing views in a room and asking them to 

negotiate can be a recipe for disaster. There are three clear lessons that can be learned from this case 

study in terms of institutional capacity. First, the use of representative forums as a form of 

participatory governance cannot take place unless appropriate strategies exist for managing the 

socio-psychological interactions that these forums create. Second, institutions that bury or postpone 

having to deal with issues raised by these forums until late in the planning process, when they have 

become much more intense, makes those issues more difficult to resolve. Third, it is not possible to 

treat wicked problems as though they were tame, or to refuse to recognise the inherent wickedness 

of social problems (Morrison, 2006; Rittel & Weber, 1973). In sum, when community access to an 

important natural resource is being considered, attempting to garner all the benefits of participation 

while simultaneously minimising the cost, simply does not work. Institutional capacity needs to 

match the policy issue at hand. 

11.5 Application of the IAD/AC framework 

The approach of combining the IAD and advocacy coalition framework (Figure 11.1) to 

frame this study was experimental. It was created to help frame this research about stakeholder 

participation at too scales: the forum and the broader struggle. One advantage of using the 

combined framework was that many studies of policy-making tend to focus on discrete policy areas 

or apply a specific step-wise approach to policy development. In this particular case, policy was 
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being formulated at multiple levels and in multiple stages. The use of the framework was helpful in 

that it allowed a structured multi-theoretical approach. It did not rely on any one particular social or 

psychological theory and enabled this study deal with the complexity of a network of arenas. 

 

Figure 11.1: The original broad conceptual framework for this study – IAD/AC framework 

 
Additionally, applying the framework was useful in that it assisted in identifying some of 

key finding of this research (Figure 11.2). First, Chapters 6 and 7 showed how context affects the 

way stakeholders interact in the action arena. When the nature of the task involved taking away 

people‟s existing access to a natural resource, the action arena became one where conflict 

dominated. The actors under such circumstances resorted to a range of behaviours ranging from 

fleeing (quitting the arena) to fighting (at multiple levels). Second, as shown in Chapter 8 and 9, the 

metagovernance process is critical and has an important influence on the way arenas operate. This 

research found that goal clarity and coherence, adequate resourcing, and network discipline can 

influence the way that arenas operate. Third, the role of government authorities can not be 

conceptualised within these frameworks easily because it does not operate as part of a coalition of 

stakeholders nor as a third, distinct part of the process. Stakeholder groups, particularly 

environmental groups, worked closely with department staff who held similar beliefs. However, the 



 247 

relationship had restrictions and limitations. In some cases the interactions at this level helped 

government limit the strategies and tactics used by stakeholder groups and in other cases it gave 

power to the advocacy group. 

Despite its usefulness, there were some weaknesses in the framework. More research needs 

to be undertaken to identify this nexus between overall policy processes at the macro-scale and the 

regional forums at the micro-scale. The idealistic view that the relationship is part of an overall 

nested hierarchy seems both simplistic and optimistic. Our understanding of the connection between 

policy change (i.e., the advocacy coalition framework in this case) and regional participatory 

processes (i.e., the IAD in this case) needs improving. More research is also needed to integrate the 

advocacy framework and the broader process where advocacy groups attempt to dominate or 

control the discourse. The advocacy coalition framework makes a clear distinction between external 

changeable and non-changeable parameters. However, Chapter 5 showed that policy image, 

specifically, how a policy is understood and discussed, was a key strategy used by stakeholder 

groups in this study. By changing the basic attributes of the water reform issue from one focused on 

the health of inland rivers to the social well-being of farmers in inland Australia, agricultural groups 

were able to dominate the discourse, secure access rights, and in some cases gain compensation. 

That is, our understanding of an advocacy group might include influence the broader political 

process as part of policy change needs improving. 

In sum, the combined framework used in this research was useful in clustering the key 

components being investigated. However, the research has allowed some key weaknesses to be 

identified. This study has identified some areas in need of further study and conceptualisation. 
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Figure 11.2: The findings of this research in terms of the broad IAD/AC framework. 
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11.6 Fairness 

Political scientists have measured the success of participatory governance and policy 

development by examining many factors including stability, fairness, the roles of stakeholder 

groups, the creation of knowledge, and the legitimisation of knowledge. Fairness is therefore only 

one consideration in the management of environmental issues. However, it is an important one. 

Community surveys (e.g., Tisdell et al., 2001) often show that ensuring a fair distribution of water 

is perceived as most important and that this includes allocating water for environment needs.  

If fairness is to be a criterion, the literature review indicated that there are multiple 

dimensions of fairness that need to be considered (see Table 2.6).  That may mean it is impossible 

to satisfy all of those dimensions. While fairness in water reform is often stated as an objective, 

methods for achieving it are difficult, and it often seems to be left to the personal qualities of 

planners and to the political processes of government. In this study, the government failed to clearly 

articulate what it meant when saying the NSW water reform process should be fair. Thus the 

literature was used to develop a comprehensive multi dimensional definition of fairness.  

When comparing the literature on fairness to the water reform process in focus clearly there 

are some elements of fairness, such as recognition or opportunity that were not present. The process 

assumes the state has the authority to not only to recognise who has a stake but also the importance 

of that stake by given them an opportunity to be on the forum. This issue is part of a wider debate 

about issues of representation and voice using representative fora (see Lane & Morrison, 2006). As 

power is assumed to be with the state, and only bestowed on a few, it immediately excludes some 

elements of fairness.  

Assessing the distributive elements of fairness is difficult because the NSW water reform is 

focused on a wicked problem. There were many stakeholders involved, there were imbalances in 

resources between participants and groups, some of the focus was on clashes of values that are 
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difficult to change, and there was no clear strategy about the processes needed to seek resolution. 

However, there were some decisions by government that had very strong elements of distributive 

fairness, which involved making deliberate specific choices between different users. In terms of 

users in different locations, both the Unregulated Rivers Committee and the Regulated River 

Committee refused to recognise downstream users. In terms of classes of water, by giving 

preference to history of use or high security irrigators the government clearly was giving privilege 

to certain users. In terms of water users and the environment, the Minister enacted plans that were 

inconsistent with the objectives of the Act in order to give more water to water users. While it has 

been said some distributive elements of fairness might be too crude to use as benchmark to assess 

outcomes overall (see Tisdell 2003), there are clear indications that both government and actors 

were making discrete choices that gave preference to some types of water use at the expense of 

others. 

In terms of procedural fairness, the question arises as to it how should be specified. 

Individual judgements about fairness are generally biased egocentrically (Wade-Benzoni et al., 

1996). So, is fairness specified by the authority as distinct from the participants? If it is judged by 

participants, are fair terms recognised by everyone through reference to some moral code of 

behaviour? These questions depend on the setting, including the composition of the forum (who is 

invited and on what basis), the definition of issue space (what can be negotiated), the decision rules 

(e.g. voting vs. consensus), and the sequencing of the negotiation. Specifying such social norms and 

creating common expectations are shown not only to provide guidance about how people should 

behave in a given situation but they also specify implications regarding violations (Ostrom, 2000). 

For example, it might be argued that key incidents such as going on radio or ambushing people on 

the phone might be seen as unfair. However, as there were no formally-agreed social norms 

associated with the water-sharing forums it becomes difficult to judge. To this end, one of the 
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suggestions arising from this research is that the Rawlsian (2001) concept of a contract between free 

and equal actors may be important in beginning collaboration. 

If a process is to be considered fair, another key concern is the neutrality or impartiality of 

the people facilitating that process (Prior, 2003; Sourdin, 2005). Previous chapters have given a 

number of indications that the government may not have genuinely involved the community in the 

water reform process (see Section 9.4). Given the government‟s reluctance to relinquish power, 

many stakeholder groups had only an advisory role despite the government stating that the process 

was a partnership. The dissonance between rhetoric and application in the process could be 

regarded as unfair. Fairness in this sense was part of a symbolic policy where the words and deed 

did not match.  

Yet, on the other hand, it could be argued that government entered into the water reform 

process with an expectation that the advocacy groups would not behave in the way they did. 

Government created a process to enable stable relationships between interest groups and policy-

makers. Yet these groups circumvented the process by using other arenas to ensure that their 

interests prevailed. In other words, government gave some groups insider status in exchange for 

these groups respecting the ground-rules and not embarrassing government (Richardson, 2000), but 

these groups did not respect these rules. Moreover, in moving to other arenas the process might be 

viewed as one where a small number of powerful interest groups attempted to overpower public 

deliberation in favour of private negotiations. From a government perspective, these advocacy 

groups did not behave in a procedurally fair way. 

Giordano and Wolf (2001) looked at justice decisions for making water allocations 

internationally, and found that most national agreements reflect local values and history rather than 

international principles of fairness and justice. Similarly, this study found that the NSW water 

reform process resulted in only a marginal change in water allocations and that local values 
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prevailed. Fairness is often egocentrically interpreted, it is easy for a researcher to explain 

behaviour but difficult to evaluate it as good or bad. That is, it is not possible to focus on one 

particular group and determine objectively whether the NSW water reform process was unfair to 

them. That being said, the situation of opaque government procedures and stakeholder behaviour 

would suggest that the overall process was unfair. Fair processes and outcomes interact because 

they communicate the same thing: whether people are being treated as ends to themselves rather 

than as a means to something else (Greenberg & Cropanzano, 2001; Lind & Taylor, 1988). When 

all sides adopt processes that are unclear, fairness becomes impossible because all actors feel that 

they are being used as means to an end. 

11.7 Conclusion 

Participatory governance processes have yielded considerable successes in Australia, 

noticeably the landcare groups delivering landscape change (Curtis & Lockwood, 2000).. By 

contrast, the aims of the NSW water reform process were to pare back water extraction to a more 

sustainable level, ensure key environmental features were protected, and provide water users with 

adequate security. As stated in Chapter 10, the result was farmers obtained a windfall gain of 

perpetual water rights, it cost tax payers over $100 million, it altered water allocations by a mere 

0.5%, the Department fielded over 400 questions without notice from government, the Department 

facilitating the process ceased to exist, and several of the water-sharing plans that were meant to be 

implemented in July 2002 are still to be activated. Even the National Competition Commission‟s 

assessment of the NSW water reform process found that there was a failure to meet specific COAG 

commitments, including addressing over-allocated river systems, using ecological science to inform 

decision-making, and implementing a transparent planning process.  

This thesis explored stakeholder committees and the broader struggle by advocacy groups to 

influence the NSW water reform process. In terms of some lessons learnt, the new knowledge 

provided includes that: 
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 the use of representative forums as a form of participatory governance cannot take 

place unless appropriate strategies exist for managing the socio-psychological 

interactions that these forums create.  

 institutions that bury or postpone having to deal with issues raised by these forums 

until late in the planning process, when they have become much more intense, makes 

those issues more difficult to resolve. 

 it is not possible to treat wicked problems as though they were tame, or to refuse to 

recognise the inherent wickedness of social problems.  

 The presence of multiple forms of power and influence by stakeholder groups, and 

the creation of coalitions around policy beliefs, constrains the capacity of authorities 

to make decisions.  

Given that the transaction costs of developing policy are likely to be lower when there is a good 

match between the institutional capacity and the policy issue at hand,  it is important for 

government to clarify exactly how and where stakeholder input should be incorporated into 

planning decisions. This may mean that institutions need to create a collaborative “roadmap” or 

contracts in advance of participatory processes. 

The thesis also provides new theoretical knowledge on existing frameworks of institutional 

design, the relevance of fairness, and participatory governance. This new knowledge includes:  

 demonstrating that existing frameworks for institutional design are helpful in 

identifying: i) key components of a complex policy process, and ii) some key factors 

that influence the process. However these frameworks are also inadequate in terms 

of: i) how advocacy groups can create a dominant policy image that influences the 
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broader political process, and ii) the connection between broader policy change and 

regional participatory processes. 

 that the framework for fairness created from the literature review is a useful tool for 

planners to use in assessing participatory processes. Using this framework it is 

possible to show that cooperation, fairness, and nested hierarchies can be part of a 

symbolic policy where words and deeds do not match.  

Indeed, both the combined framework for institutional analysis and framework for fairness are 

novel aspects of the research that helped with the analysis of a complex question. More research 

and application of these frameworks is required in the future 

 The overall findings provides an example of  Rhodes (1997) definition of governance which states 

governance involves the continuing interaction between networks of advocacy groups, game-like 

interactions between actors within each arena that are regulated by the rules of the game, and, 

although the government occupies a privileged position, it can only imperfectly steer the process.  

To conclude, in 2004 both the NSW Minister for Natural Resources and COAG stated that 

their overall goal was to implement a transparent and sophisticated water planning process. This 

research shows that the process was not transparent. However, given the dynamics between 

stakeholders, institutions, and networks of governance it might ironically be viewed as 

sophisticated.  In exploring how the participants who represent advocacy groups within stakeholder 

committees seek to influence decisions and are part of a broader struggle by those advocacy groups 

to influence environmental policy, I have demonstrated how complex the institutional dimensions 

of policy and planning can be, how unsophisticated the skills of policy analysts were in planning 

and conceptualising the process, and how we need to improve our overall theoretical understanding 

of participatory processes. 
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Appendix 1: Fairness as a component of the water reform process in 

NSW. 

Document Statements related to fairness (bold is author’s emphasis) 

Water Management Act 

(2000) 

 

Objectives are to provide for the orderly, efficient and equitable 

sharing of water 

Water Management Act– 

what‟s in it for NSW 

(DLWC publication) 

 

Membership structure is designed to ensure fair and balanced 

representation 

Both government and the community are equal partners 

NSW Water Conservation 

Strategy 

 

Objective is to develop a transparent planning process 

Preamble in all water-

sharing plans 

 

The vision is the equitable and sustainable sharing of water  

NSW water reforms: a 

secure and sustainable 

future (Ministerial 

statement) 

 

The government is determined to take a fair, practical and targeted 

approach to the issue 

A robust and transparent planning process that apportions water 

access between government, the environment, the community, and 

entitlement holders 

It will be a collaborative effort between government, local 

communities, and stakeholders 

 

National Water 

Commission Position 

paper 

 

Planning must incorporate consultation to improve decisions and 

build community confidence in the fairness of outcomes 
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Appendix 2: Interview participants 

Committee Position 

Murrumbidgee Catchment Board Chair 

Murrumbidgee Catchment Board Conservation 

Murrumbidgee Catchment Board Conservation 

Murrumbidgee Catchment Board Water User 

Murrumbidgee Catchment Board Water User 

Murrumbidgee Catchment Board Water User 

Murrumbidgee Groundwater Chair 

Murrumbidgee Groundwater Conservation  

Murrumbidgee Groundwater Conservation  

Murrumbidgee Groundwater Conservation  

Murrumbidgee Groundwater Executive Officer 

Murrumbidgee Groundwater Water User 

Murrumbidgee Groundwater Water User 

Murrumbidgee Groundwater Water User 

Murrumbidgee Groundwater Water User 

Murrumbidgee Regulated Rivers Chair 

Murrumbidgee Regulated Rivers Conservation 

Murrumbidgee Regulated Rivers Conservation 

Murrumbidgee Regulated Rivers Conservation 

Murrumbidgee Regulated Rivers Executive Officer 

Murrumbidgee Regulated Rivers Water User 

Murrumbidgee Regulated Rivers Water User 

Murrumbidgee Regulated Rivers Water User 

Murrumbidgee Regulated Rivers Water user 

Murrumbidgee Regulated Rivers Water user 

Murrumbidgee Regulated Rivers Water user 

Murrumbidgee Unregulated Rivers Chair 

Murrumbidgee Unregulated Rivers Conservation 

Murrumbidgee Unregulated Rivers Conservation 

Murrumbidgee Unregulated Rivers Conservation  

Murrumbidgee Unregulated Rivers Conservation  

Murrumbidgee Unregulated Rivers Conservation  

Murrumbidgee Unregulated Rivers Executive Officer 

Murrumbidgee Unregulated Rivers Water User 

Murrumbidgee Unregulated Rivers Water User 

Murrumbidgee Unregulated Rivers Water User 

NSW Nature Conservation Council staff 

NSW Nature Conservation Council staff 

NSW Farmers Federation staff 

NSW Irrigators Council staff 

NSW Department of Land and Water staff 

NSW Department of Land and Water staff 

 

 



 295 

Appendix 3: Consent form 

 

Name of Research Project  Conflict and collaboration in water reform in 

NSW: A qualitative analysis of the perceived role of 

stakeholders 

 ...................................................................... 

  

Name, Address and Phone No of Principal 

Investigator(s) 

Jonathon Howard 

PO Box 789 Albury 2640 

 Ph: 0260519685 

 ...................................................................... 

 

I understand that I am free to withdraw my participation in the research at any time. 

 

The purpose of the research has been explained to me and (I have read and understood the information sheet given to 

me)  and I have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the research and received satisfactory answers. 

 

I understand that any information or personal details gathered in the course of this research about me are confidential 

and that neither my name nor any other identifying information will be used or published without my written 

permission. 

 

Charles Sturt University‟s Ethics in Human Research Committee has approved this study. 

I understand that if I have any complaints or concerns about this research I can contact: 

 

Executive Officer 

Ethics in Human Research Committee 

The Secretariat 

Charles Sturt University 

Bathurst  NSW  2795 

 

Phone: (02) 6338 4628 

Fax: (02) 6338 4194 

 

  Signed by: 

 

.......................................................... 

 

Date ..................................................... 
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Appendix 4:  Information statement for participants 

 

Investigator:   Jonathon Howard 

 

Host institution:   Charles Sturt University 

 

Name of the project: Conflict and collaboration in water reform in NSW: A qualitative analysis of the perceived role 

of stakeholders 

 

The purpose of the research: The research is intended to identify the participatory processes and procedures currently 

undertaken as part of water reform in NSW 

 

Procedures: The research is being carried out involving stakeholders of catchment Management Boards, Groundwater 

Committees, Unregulated Rivers Committees and Regulated Rivers committees throughout NSW. 

 

Methodology: The research involved semi-structured interviews with all major stakeholders. These interviews will take 

approx 60 minutes. I may also seek permission to attend meetings of Boards and Committees and read some of their 

documents. Interviews and meetings are taped with the permission of stakeholders. Analysis of the information and data 

collected will be written as part of a PhD. 

 

Possible risks: There will be no research undertaken that will cause invasion of privacy, physical or physiological 

stress, anxiety, embarrassment of discomfort to any participant 

 

How data collected will be used: Data will be use solely for determining how stakeholders with differing values and 

motivations deal with conflict and collaboration. The research‟s overall goal to processes currently used. 

 

Confidentiality provisions: You will be individually identified in this research.  No confidential material will be used 

and/or published without the approval of the participant, board or committee. No  recorded information will be used if 

this is against the wishes of the participant and no names will be used or referred to in analysing and writing up this 

research 

 

Withdraw: You are not obliged to participate in this project. You can withdraw from this research at any time without 

penalty or recrimination 

  

 

NOTE: Charles Sturt University‟s Ethics in Human Research Committee has approved this project.  If you have any 

complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this project, you may contact the Committee through the 

Executive Officer: 

  

   The Executive Officer 

   Ethics in Human Research Committee 

   The Secretariat 

   Charles Sturt University 

   Bathurst  NSW  2795 

 

   Tel: (02) 6338 4628 

   Fax: (02) 6338 4194 

 

Partcipation: In light of the above would you be prepared to assist and participate in this research project? 
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Appendix 5: Interview schedule 

Values.  

 Motivation to participate 

 Participants‟ background 

 Previous experience 

 Work history  

 Selection process 

Power.  

How decisions were made? 

 Nature of discussion 

 Role of Chair 

 Role of Agency 

 Consensus or conflict 

 Voting 

 Examples 

Types of Influence? 

 Role of Chair 

 Role of Agency 

 Groups- Indigenous, conservation, water users, agency reps 

 Knowledge/science behind decisions 

 Authority 

 Examples 

Fairness.  

Did participants feel their views were being heard?  

 Expectations 

 voice 

 decision process 

Did they felt that participating in the forum was worthwhile?  

 Expectations versus result 

 differences in expectations and results 

 why 

 examples 

Did they feel they had adequate participation? 

 What could have been improved. 

Cooperation.  

Did participants communicate with others of the same stakeholder interest 

 before or during meetings 

 Nature of discussion 

 Why 

 Successful? 

Did participant communicate with the wider community or with the lobby group they represented. 

 Links with their respective head office 

 Nature of those links 

 Example and outcome 

 Talk to landholders or local people 

 Example and outcome 




