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How the social construction of the environment affects peoples’ reactions to water policy 

Over the past twenty years water reform has moved to clarify water rights and responsibilities 

among users, separated water and land management, and introduced markets.  Most recently 

water policy has clearly recognised the need for environmental allocations to ensure 

sustainability.  These reforms, especially the last, have created conflicts between stakeholder 

groups. While these conflicts have been couched on many occasions as irrigation versus 

conservation, this paper shows that the basis of these arguments lies in tacit differences in the 

constructed meaning attached to the environment by different stakeholders. This article 

explores the differences between how government managers, scientists and nongovernment 

stakeholders like irrigators, foresters, croppers and graziers, as well as Aboriginal elders view 

the environment.  Our study is based on interviews with government managers responsible for 

water management and rural non-government stakeholders in two case study sites in the 

Murray-Darling Basin where water reform has caused vigorous debates. The findings of this 

study show that scientists and government managers tend to see the environment as the 

passive recipient of human impacts; problems best addressed by objective science.  In contrast 

landholders see themselves as active agents within the environment and place much more 

emphasis on personal experience and local knowledge. These world views influence people’s 

reactions to water policy but are rarely explicitly discussed or acknowledged which results in 

unnecessary conflict in public debate. Understanding the government and landholder 

perspectives is essential as a foundation for effective collaborative planning. 
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Introduction 

Water management in Australia is facing a fundamental reform process designed to 

improve certainty and sustainability, both for human uses and for water-dependent ecological 

systems (Hamstead et al. 2008). Water reform started in the early 1990s and is ongoing, 

riddled with conflicts between environmental and productive interests, as well as conflicts 

between different productive interests (Syme et al. 2008). One of the key changes in the water 

management discourse has been the construction of the environment as a legitimate water 

stakeholder. But who speaks for the environment? Indeed, whether or not the environment is a 

‘legitimate’ stakeholder is disputed (Lukasiewicz et al. in press). Also, how much water the 

environment needs remains controversial. 



Water policy in the Murray-Darling Basin is particularly contentious because of competing 

demands of a large irrigation industry and the effects of a decade of drought on river, wetland 

and estuarine condition. Farmers, rural industry and green political groups have expressed 

opposition to the Murray-Darling Plan and particularly in the target withdrawal of 3 200GL of 

water from irrigation to be delivered to the environment (Cullen 2012). The state governments 

are also in conflict about the size of the proposed Sustainable Diversion Limits (limits to how 

much water can be extracted for human use from each river system), with South Australia 

(SA) requesting a larger environmental allocation, but New South Wales (NSW) and Victoria 

(VIC) threatening withdrawal from the process unless the environmental allocation is reduced 

(Wilson 2012). Public participation processes, which are a requirement of national water 

reform, have also been criticised as inadequate (Barbosa et al. 2012; Commonwealth of 

Australia 2011).   

Strong arguments have been made that our relationship and reaction to the environment is 

at least in part, a social construction (Eden 2001; Demerrit 2002) and consideration of water 

management needs to consider its social importance (Alston & Mason 2008; Pahl-Wostl et al. 

2008).  While there has been consideration of the effects of reform through vehicles such as 

social impact assessment and many discussions on the desired role of the community in 

decision-making processes the issue of social construction of the environment has been 

relatively ignored.  This is a pity as negotiations between the community and government are 

the largest source of uncertainty in water policy making (Syme 2013).  

In this article we scrutinise the differing perceptions of government water policy, which are 

influenced by how people construct the environment and underpinned by trust in local or 

scientific knowledge. The article begins with a description of the study sites and 

methodology, and is then structured as a three-part discussion. First, we analyse the social 

construction of the environment as a water stakeholder. We then interpret the key 

stakeholders’ responses to water policy based on their relationship with the environment and 

their way of knowing the world; discussing their prioritisation of either local or scientific 

knowledge. We then describe how these constructions of the environment impact on 

perceptions of water management policies and decisions.  

 

Study sites 

The two study sites used in this article were the Lowbidgee Floodplain in New South Wales 

(NSW) and the Chowilla Floodplain in South Australia (SA). Both floodplains are nationally 

important wetlands and both are prioritised in government watering programs (see Figure 1). 



 

 

Figure 1. Map of the Murray-Darling Basin showing major cities and location of the two 

 case study sites 

Source: Spatial Data Analysis Network, Charles Sturt University 

 

The Lowbidgee Floodplain is a vast, semi-arid, saltbush-covered complex delta system that 

covers an area of approximately 347 300ha and lies between the towns of Maude and 

Balranald (DEWHA 2008). The Floodplain is the site of a special technique of floodplain 

harvesting that mimics natural flooding cycles, called ‘ponding’ where the land is flooded in 

spring in order to sow winter crops the following year (Briggs & Jenkins 1997). Grazing, 

some irrigation and forestry are also prominent activities. One of the largest properties on the 

Floodplain, Yanga Station, was bought by the government in 2005 (Widdup 2005) and turned 

into the Yanga National Park.  



Many Lowbidgee Floodplain inhabitants have lived there for several generations. About 

150 people were directly dependent on the Floodplain for their livelihoods towards the end of 

the millennium drought (Murrumbidgee CMA 2008). Due to its ecological assets, especially 

its importance as a bird breeding site, the Lowbidgee has been listed as a wetland of national 

significance and is also a priority for watering by the NSW government. The Lowbidgee 

landholders have fought against government-promoted upstream development since 

Federation, and have a long history of campaigning for the right of the floodplain to get water 

(Eastburn 2002). This history is important in understanding how current government action 

on the Lowbidgee is perceived. 

The Chowilla Floodplain is the largest floodplain forest (17 700 ha) on the lower Murray 

River (Kingsford 2000), north of Renmark, straddling the NSW border. It is the most 

ecologically significant section of the Riverland Ramsar Wetland (Commonwealth of 

Australia 2010). The SA government is building a large regulator on the Chowilla Creek 

anabranch, which will artificially inundate a large portion of the Chowilla Floodplain. 

Grazing has been the predominant economic activity on the Floodplain (MDBC 2006) but 

sheep were excluded from 83% of the floodplain in September 2005, after more than 130 

years of grazing. Although monitoring programs to measure the impacts of grazing on 

floodplain vegetation have been established, the floodplain complexity makes analysis 

difficult (MDBC 2006). While the SA Government now owns the Chowilla Floodplain as 

game and regional reserves, the former owners continue to lease a significant portion of the 

Floodplain. 

The Chowilla Floodplain is one of the most important recreational sites in SA, because the 

weir pool at Lock 6 creates good fishing and all-year-round boating conditions turning the 

Floodplain and surrounding areas into a popular camping spot (DWLBC 2005; MDBC 2006). 

There are indications that public use of the area has been increasing steadily (MDBC 2006). 

The floodplain is especially important as fishing and hunting sites for local people and the 

Chowilla Game Reserve was established specifically to allow controlled waterfowl hunting 

(DENR 1995). 

In both study sites, landholders and locals have strong, generational ties to the land and 

possess local knowledge of the hydrological and environmental processes on which they rely 

for their productive and recreational activities. They see themselves as environmental 

custodians, managers and beneficiaries. On the other hand, state and regional-level 

government managers focus on the ecological degradation of the floodplains and seek to 

protect the floodplains from any further damage from human activity.  



 

Methods 

This article is part of a larger study (Lukasiewicz 2012) which explores how governments 

incorporate fairness into water reform policies and how that effort is perceived by non-

government stakeholders. Sixty-one semi-structured interviews were conducted between 

December 2008 and May 2012. The breakdown of respondents is shown in Table 1. Non-

government respondents included landholders (croppers, foresters, graziers and irrigators), 

local people (tour operators, hunters and fishers), Aboriginal elders and scientists. 

Government respondents were long-term public servants working in government agencies and 

departments responsible for implementing water reform at the Commonwealth and state level.  

 

Table 1: Interview respondent categories and numbers 

Perspective Stakeholder Type No 

government & 
scientific  

commonwealth government 6 

interstate agencies 5 

state government 12 

catchment management organisations 2 

scientists 4 

non-
government   

local government 4 

landholders / irrigators 8 

local people 7 

Aboriginal elders 11 

concerned citizen group 2 
 

Government respondents at the Commonwealth and state level were chosen based on their 

roles as water managers. Government respondents were all long-term public servants who 

were either currently engaged in formulating or implementing water policies or had been 

engaged during key stages of the water reform process. Interstate agency respondents were 

public servants from the National Water Commission (NWC), the former Murray-Darling 

Basin Commission and the current Murray-Darling Basin Authority (the three Basin-wide 

independent bodies charged with various aspects of water management) (see Connell & 

Grafton 2008 for an explanation of these organisations). Catchment management 

organisations refer to regional-level natural resource management (NRM) structures while the 

four scientists were chosen based on their long-term research of the two case study sites. 

Key non-government stakeholders targeted in the study included landholders (primarily 

croppers and graziers) and Aboriginal people. In Chowilla, non-government stakeholders 



were identified from a state government community committee while in Lowbidgee, 

respondents were sought from local organisations recognised as standing for the Lowbidgee 

floodplain. Aboriginal respondents in both case studies were approached through an 

intermediary, an Aboriginal liaison officer working for a government agency who had a good 

working relationship with a tribal group whose traditional lands spanned both Lowbidgee and 

Chowilla floodplains.  

Often respondents suggested other potential interviewees, so many of the 61 interviews 

resulted from the snowballing method (deMarrais 2004).  

The interviews were analysed through a process of iterative coding and thematic 

development using Excel tables and NVivo software (version 8) to store and sort data. More 

detail about this process is provided in Lukasiewicz (2012). 

 

Results 

The social construction of the environment  

The environment has been recognised as a legitimate stakeholder in the water reform process. 

(Lukasiewicz et al. in press). However, as a ‘stakeholder’ it has many voices. The government 

managers who were interviewed were guided by the definitions of environmental assets and 

outcomes given in legislation and policies. Such definitions are very broad: the 

Commonwealth Water Act specifies environmental assets as water-dependent ecosystems, 

ecosystem services and sites with ecological significance; while environmental outcomes are 

simply listed as ecosystem functions, biodiversity, water quality and water resource health 

(Commonwealth of Australia 2007, p.7).  

During interviews, the following voices for the environment were identified: the Water Act 

itself; and, by extension, environmental water managers, including the Commonwealth 

Environmental Water Holder; local communities who depend on environmental assets such as 

good fishing spots; landholders who want environmental flows down their creeks for stock 

and domestic water supply; local governments; conservation groups; and scientists. Among 

these, there is no established consensus of what the environment is, and therefore, how much 

water it needs. One local government respondent asked: Is that [the environment] every piece 

of backwater along the stretch of the river, or is it only selected ones . . . and to what degree 

are we talking about sustaining the environment; is it to its pristine level, is it to what it was 

five years ago? 



The answers to these questions go to the heart of environmental values. One of the 

scientists interviewed spoke at length about the environment being a social perception that is 

imbued with such values as society chooses to bestow on it: We want our grandchildren to be 

able to go out and see rivers and floodplains and trees and frogs. So the only way that’s going 

to happen is if we maintain the ecological function and the quality of the system as it is, or as 

it will be into the future. So, of course we’re maintaining the environment for the 

environment’s sake, but we’re doing it for our own benefit. 

In South Australia, talks of environmental water and water reform revolved around the 

River Murray since the river is symbolic of the SA environment. However, an Aboriginal 

elder of the Chowilla floodplain, concerned with preserving fishing stock and local wildlife 

pointed out that while the water focus in SA is on the actual River Murray: … we need water 

in the creeks, back into the creek, that’s where all the yabbies and fish spawn. If you don’t 

have creeks, you’re going to have nothing. 

The question of ‘what is the environment?’ is exemplified on the Chowilla floodplain. The 

balance of positive and negative impacts of the Chowilla Creek regulator changes, depending 

on whether it is considered from a fish, birdlife or floodplain vegetation perspective. The 

regulator will work by backing up water and spreading it over the floodplain. This is designed 

to water the floodplain vegetation and Red Gum forests, which were not getting water during 

the drought (MDBA 2010). One of the scientists explains that the vegetation sustains the bird 

populations that made Chowilla a Ramsar wetland. However, another scientist points out that 

Chowilla Creek is an important habitat for native fish and the regulator poses a risk to native 

fish by creating shallow and slow-moving pools of water favoured by carp, instead of the fast-

flowing currents needed by native species. The risk is explained by one concerned SA local: 

[If] we lose the populations of Cod, we will never see another Murray Cod take here in South 

Australia; that will be the end of it. 

Whilst we often talk about ‘the environment’ as a single entity it is far from it. One reading 

of prioritising Chowilla is that the politically recognised environment (the designation of an 

international status) is being prioritised over the locally valued environment; the SA locals 

concerned about the Murray Cod also strongly identified themselves as local fishermen. In a 

sense the environment, as a ‘stakeholder’, faces a crisis of identity. It has many 

spokespersons, all of whom see the environment in response to their own socially influenced 

construction of it. Determining which environmental assets and ecosystems functions will be 

maintained is inherently a social, not a technical, decision (Davis 2009). How then does a 



managing body proceed when a new stakeholder has been introduced, which has no 

independent, single voice, but for whom all stakeholders will add their voice?  

 

Understanding interactions and relationships with the environment 

We suggest that the priority is to understand the interactions, relationships and differing 

perspectives of the stakeholders. In contrast with urban dwellers, landholders and rural people 

live on the land and use it in direct ways. They see their lives as intertwined with the natural 

environment, and view sustainability as the continuity of their practices. Living and working 

directly within their environment gives landholders a perspective on the environment that is 

grounded in local knowledge. For example, in both the Lowbidgee and Chowilla Floodplains, 

grazing is seen as sustainable by the landholders who practice it and ecologically damaging 

by the government managers who rely on scientific assessments. Grazing in Chowilla was 

stopped by the SA government because of its environmental impact. However a local 

landholder disagrees with the decision, claiming that it was not the sheep, which were 

creating environmental impacts: When we were grazing floodplain, people suggested that it 

was impacting greatly on the floodplain, but it wasn’t, it continued to go backwards after we 

took the sheep off, purely because of the lack of water and also the impact of the salinity 

underneath. 

However, as one of the scientists explains, the scientific concern with grazing in Chowilla 

is not that the sheep impact on the trees but that they impact on everything that is under the 

trees: the forest understorey and tree regeneration. The lack of understorey leads to an absence 

of some bird species and small fauna species. But the greater threat to the Chowilla floodplain 

is the absence of the next generation of trees. Also, the landholder did not make the link 

between long-term grazing and salinity; dryland salinity has increased through the clearance 

of native vegetation for grazing pastures (Pannell & Ewing 2004). This example shows the 

difference of opinion between local knowledge, based on personal observations and day to 

day experience, and scientific knowledge, based on formalised scientific method and practice 

often cast in a wider policy level question.  

On the Lowbidgee Floodplain, landholders use ‘ponding’ to grow organic wheat. 

Interviews indicate that they see it as not only sustainable, but also beneficial for the 

environment. However, scientists working on the floodplain point out that these 

environmental benefits have never been quantified or studied; and some state government 

respondents think that the environmental benefits of ‘ponding’ have been overstated by the 

landholders. However, while the impacts of ‘ponding’ are unknown, there is general 



consensus from NSW government and scientist respondents that the greatest ecological 

damage has been done by past land clearing practices. Thus while landholders believe that 

their land use activities make a positive contribution to the environment some government 

managers hold an opposing view, that the current land use activities most likely negatively 

impact on the environment. 

Forestry, a major activity in the Lowbidgee, is also contentious. A local forester explains 

that selective logging every ten to fifteen years is environmentally benign and even beneficial, 

because the forest gets watered by the landholders and the selective logging maintains correct 

canopy structure (Lowbidgee landholder). However, one of the scientists pointed out: it’s 

sustainable in the sense that you won’t run out of trees, but ecological impacts do exist, 

because logging removes nesting sites for some birds.  

When both ‘ponding’ and forestry were discussed, the landholders emphasised that it is 

impossible to separate environmental and economic uses of water, as a Lowbidgee 

Landholder explains: If we put water on the floodplain for cropping, it will eventually flow 

into a wetland and bird rookeries and our drainage water goes into rookeries so how do you 

differentiate between environmental and consumptive use? 

This lack of distinction between environmental and economic water uses enables the 

landholders to view their livelihood as sustainable and environmentally benign, but this view 

is not shared by NSW state government respondents who saw the landholders as guided by 

self-interest. The water reform process, in planning and establishing water markets, seeks to 

separate economic and environmental uses and potentially clarify the separate outcomes.  

Landholders, especially the Lowbidgee landholders, also saw themselves, not just as 

croppers and graziers; but as the custodians of the environment. One Lowbidgee Landholder 

proudly stated that we’ve been here for three generations struggling to get water. More 

importantly, perhaps, they are also acknowledged by other stakeholders, such as the local 

Aboriginal elder, as custodians of the environment: I mean those people that are on the land, 

that’s all they know and that’s all they want to do, because it’s the love of the land, and the 

love of the job that they’ve worked for. 

As a consequence of their daily interactions and continued productivity landholders believe 

their land use activities to be sustainable. As found by others (Howard 2008; Ison 1993; Molle 

2008; Wagner & Gobster 2007) landholders see themselves as custodians of their 

environment. Lane et al. (2004) found local people to be willing and capable managers of 

their environments and Lee (1999) found them to be willing environmental stewards. As 

Greider & Garkovich (1994, p. 2) stated the physical environment is transformed into 



landscapes that are reflections of how we define ourselves and so there is a clear link between 

stakeholders identity and their understanding of the landscape. To suggest that farmers are 

harming the land is to question the identity farmers hold of themselves.  

 

Type of knowledge 

Public engagement in water management involves recognising and dealing with different 

types of knowledge (Alston & Mason 2008; Lane 2006); but water managers tend to be 

trained in the physical sciences (Tan 2008), while local stakeholders draw on local knowledge 

(Hamstead et al. 2008). Unfortunately, there is limited capacity to integrate expert and local 

knowledge and social science expertise (Syme & Hatfield-Dodds 2007). One aspect of water 

reform exposing deep divisions between government views, formed by scientific knowledge, 

and the views of local people, formed by local knowledge, is the need to address climate 

change. This example demonstrates the need to reduce the divide, for, as one Commonwealth 

government respondent stated, it’s an overwhelming driver of water policy. 

However, interviews have shown that, amongst six of the interviewed landholders, there is 

much less surety about climate change predictions and a strong belief that droughts and floods 

are part of a short-term recurring cycle. This belief is based on local knowledge of conditions 

and climatic observations that sometimes spans several generations. In other words, these 

landholders think in terms of long-term climate variability, rather than permanent climate 

change. As a Lowbidgee landholder explains: To me it looks as though every forty or fifty 

years we get a decade or two of extended dry, and maybe that’s what we’ve got, and we’ll 

come into what the people in the fifties experienced, you know, ten or fifteen years of really 

good rainfall, you know, home on a pig’s back. 

The finding that scientific constructions of climate change knowledge (through models) 

does not include local knowledge is supported by Fleming and Vanclay (2009), who 

characterised the conflict over climate change as being fundamentally about knowledge and 

power. Undoubtedly, landholders hold a wealth of experiential and intimate knowledge of 

their immediate environment but what might be at play here is the ‘shifting baseline 

syndrome’ (Papworth et al. 2009) where the current generation holds no specific construction 

of generational landscape change and so does not ‘see’ the changes that have occurred since 

agriculture and water management began. That is, while in objective terms there is knowledge 

of how farms and rivers used to operate the past is discounted psychologically in the light of 

preoccupation with shorter term decisions about year to year changes (Syme, 2013). For 



example, they somehow forget their grandfather’s stories of the diversity and size of fish in 

that used to be found in the water ways. 

 

The environment: able to provide or needing to be protected 

Rural landholders do not see the environment as a pristine wilderness that must be protected 

from human interference. Instead it is a part of their lifestyle and meant to be used and 

enjoyed. For example, the SA government approved a ban on hunting ducks because duck 

breeding was a direct result of environmental watering (i.e. water purchased through the 

buyback program was used on the Chowilla floodplain and one of the ecological results was a 

significant duck breeding event). The ban confused and angered SA local respondents, with 

one local person commenting: [N]o recreational duck hunting on Commonwealth waters, and 

we said “well, why? Is it a different colour?” 

A similar complaint about local communities not being able to enjoy the fruits of 

environmental watering, was also voiced about the management of Yanga National Park, in 

the Lowbidgee floodplain by a NSW local government respondent: The management 

philosophy of national parks people . . . appears to us not to want to open the national parks 

to the people; the people are a hindrance to the conservation. 

In both of these examples, government agencies have used water to address environmental 

needs, such as triggering bird breeding events in Chowilla and flooding Red Gum forests in 

Yanga, and then prevented people from enjoying and using the outcomes of that watering. In 

other words, management decisions addressed environmental needs but not community and 

recreational needs. The issue here is that non-government stakeholders see different types of 

needs as compatible, while government actions indicate that they are incompatible. As 

recognised by Veldkamp et al. (2011, p. 1) humans are the main driving and modifying force 

of current land-system dynamic. The examples above point out that non-government, non-

scientist stakeholders see that driving and modifying forces may be acceptable, whereas 

scientists and government managers are looking at the bigger picture impacts on species and 

ecosystem health and may argue against continued recreational practices. 

Much has been written in conservation and development literature about the interactions of 

local people in areas of high ecological diversity (see Brechin et al., 2002, for a recent 

discussion). Historically the narrative of fortress conservation has been dominant in British 

colonies. Siurua (2006) explains this narrative as believing that certain areas need protection 

due to their high biodiversity status and seeing local people living in or near these areas as a 

direct threat. According to Songorwa et al. (2000), this view was very popular in the colonial 



period, especially on the African continent, and post-colonial governments have continued to 

be influenced by it. However, according to Brown (2002), the conservation priority has been a 

failure because it is not sustainable, not conducive to notions of sustainable development and 

contributes to impoverishing and disadvantaging poor rural communities and not furthering 

social equity. The fortress conservation narrative has been replaced with various notions of 

community-based conservation, which, as Hulme and Murphree (1999, p. 278) state: no 

longer requires that man . . . and nature be kept separate by state coercion. 

While these views have been developed in the context of conservation debates in Africa, 

Asia and South America, the findings here suggest that these views are relevant to the water 

reform process in Australia. The idea of separating people from the environment continues to 

dominate the world-view of current Australian government agencies. In this regard we are 

reminded of Savenije's (2002) views that one volume of water can provide for multiple 

benefits and water planning needs to be undertaken with a regard to them all. Single purpose 

water planning is likely to result in unintended and sometimes unwanted consequences. 

The present conflict over the water for the environment is framed as a production versus 

environment dichotomy by the media (Maher 2010; Commonwealth of Australia 2011). 

Environmental proponents may be reluctant to explore the social construction of nature 

fearing that it could lead to a weakening of arguments for environmental water provisions. 

Indeed all sides may fear that their position will be weakened if they acknowledge this issue. 

However, we feel that such an exploration is essential to overcome current conflicts, and as 

Eden (2001, p.83) points out: considering how culture informs our views of the environment 

does not have to result in the demise of environmental protection. 

 

Conclusion 

The recent conflicts evident in the water reform process are, at their heart, due to the way that 

the environment is constructed by the different groups of water stakeholders. Government 

managers and scientists understand the environment as a scientific reality of interconnecting 

ecosystems, fragile habitats and degraded landscapes which need to be protected from further 

human encroachment and damage. Landholders understand the environment as their 

surroundings and resources; it is their work space, playground and backyard. Landholders 

disputed the extent of environmental damage claimed by government managers; saw their 

lifestyles and economic activities as sustainable; and demonstrated a much more ‘utilitarian’ 

view of the environment. Since landholders, scientists and government representatives are 

identified as environmental spokespeople for the environment, their opposing viewpoints on 



environmental water needs leads to opposing perceptions over the fairness of water policies 

and management. 

The environment has been presented here as a social construct. The fact that social values 

guide our understanding of environmental needs is demonstrated in the building of the 

Chowilla regulator, where the needs of floodplain vegetation are prioritised over the needs of 

native fish.  Here not only are there different priorities for some sections of the community 

but also among the scientific community itself.  Flooding of the wetlands has been deemed to 

be more significant than the risk to native fish which is the product of the decision makers 

construct of what the water reform should achieve, whereas in others constructs fish have 

relatively more significance. Clarifying this is an important facet of accountable decision- 

making and negotiation.  This case study also demonstrates that it is important to delineate the 

arguments and their basis as opposed to just making blanket assumptions about categories of 

stakeholders' and what their self interest would demand in terms of the benefits to be gained 

from water resources.  

We have highlighted the need for understanding different stakeholders’ interactions and 

relationships with the environment. Landholders on the floodplains view their activities 

(grazing, cropping and forestry) as environmentally sustainable and see themselves as 

environmental custodians, supporting this view through local knowledge. This is in stark 

contrast to state government managers who question the environmental sustainability of the 

landholders’ activities based on scientific knowledge.  This has implications for how water 

policy changes should be communicated to stakeholders and there needs to be some 

awareness from managers that landholders have legitimate views. There is a need for a 

collaborative conversation relating carefully to the propositions that are inherent in arriving at 

an overall opinion about what should be done.  This should start with the definitions of all the 

questions which need to be addressed from all sides and an agreement on what needs to be 

known to answer those questions and an accountable process of investigation. This is a basic 

requirement of procedural justice (Lukasiewicz et al. in press) which in itself is a vital 

component of collaborative planning. 

Government water policy aims to separate environmental watering needs from social and 

economic ones (exemplified in the bird breeding events in Chowilla and the flooding of Red 

Gum forests in Yanga National Park) out of a belief that these needs are often opposing, a 

view that is not shared by landholders who do not see their economic and recreational 

activities as impacting negatively on the environment. The traditional scientific approach 

requires the separation and individual analysis of component parts of a system; the science 



needs to shift to a more integrated systems approach and an adaptive approach.  Syme and 

Nancarrow (2008) among others have suggested that allocation decisions should acknowledge 

that there are multiple benefits that can be obtained from the same body of water and that an 

holistic approach to assessing water reform is necessary. The conversations mooted above are 

an excellent method for planning with the overall public and environmental benefit in mind. 

Water policy and strategy cannot ignore these differences in key values and viewpoints; 

the issue is not just about water but about the relationships between decision-making roles, 

attachment to place and the values associated with the environment. There is no simple way 

of resolving these differences; open and honest community partnerships continue to be 

essential and time must be taken to explore the role of water in the broader connections 

between people and landscape. 
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