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Abstract 
 
Natural resource management is about actively managing the way in which people and natural landscapes 
interact. Governments at all levels are trying to find ways to better manage the tightly linked social and 
ecological processes that shape our world, and its possible futures.  
 
NSW has adopted an institutional model for NRM that is designed to encourage greater involvement of 
communities in managing their landscapes, promote adaptive management and provide greater confidence 
to government investors and communities. The model is grounded by a Standard for Quality Natural 
Resource Management that defines good practice, and is supported by regular evaluation and reporting.  
 
The Natural Resources Commission has developed and implemented approaches to evaluation that suit the 
particular needs of the natural resource management field. Using the evidence gathered through reviews 
and audits over six years the NRC has recently reported to the government that the NRM system in NSW is 
delivering results. The experience provides many examples of how evaluation has influenced better practice 
at a number of scales, driven new ways of thinking, and informed government decision making. This paper 
focuses on the role of evaluation in managing this complex area of public policy.  
 
 
1 Introduction 
 
The current approach to natural resource management (NRM) in NSW is the latest in an evolving set of 
arrangements to respond to the ongoing public policy problem of how to equitably and sustainably manage 
our landscapes. NRM has been described as a ‘wicked’ public policy problem because of the complexity in 
balancing the many – often competing – environmental, social and economic benefits we derive from our 
natural landscapes (Australian Public Service Commission 2007; Balint et. al. 2011).  
 
Governments are recognising centralised command and control measures that are characterised by 
prescriptive rules and standardisation cannot adequately deal with this complexity (Gallop 2006; Bartlett and 
Packer 2008). Instead, many argue for governance arrangements that transfer decision-making to the scale 
where issues are best understood by government and communities, and where both can navigate towards 
solutions through innovation, co-learning and adaptation (Marshall 2008). 
 
The NSW Government has adopted a model for regionally-based NRM which was designed to give 
communities a more direct say in how their landscapes are managed (NSW Government 2003). It was also 
designed with rigorous assurance mechanisms so that investors can know what is being achieved, while also 
encouraging a willingness to learn, promoting new ways of thinking and supporting improved performance.  
 
The reforms of 2003 sought to update and improve the institutional arrangements for NRM and included new 
legislation, new organisations and new assurance and accountability mechanisms. The main elements of this 
reform were: 

 establishing the Native Vegetation Act 2003, Catchment Management Authorities Act 2003 and 
Natural Resources Commission Act 2003. 

 establishing state-wide targets and standards for NRM   

 establishing 13 regionally based Catchment Management Authorities (CMAs) to work with their 
communities to deliver regionally-relevant NRM  

 charging CMAs with developing and implementing Catchment Action Plans (CAPs) that set out their 
region’s strategic priorities for investment and action 

 establishing the NRC to provide independent advice to Government. 
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The NRC has a key role as an independent evaluator of progress of this regional model. The NRC informs 
Government and other stakeholders about what is working in NRM, what needs fixing and how the regional 
model is progressing towards its stated policies and targets. The NRC has several core functions:  

 recommending standards and targets for NRM 

 reviewing CAPs prepared by CMAs and recommending whether they should be accredited by 
government 

 auditing how effectively the CAPs are being implemented 

 reporting on progress towards the state-wide targets. 

 
Through its program of CAP reviews, audits and reporting, the NRC aims to promote excellence and drive 
continual improvement in how CMAs and others conduct integrated catchment planning and implement 
effective resource stewardship programs.  
 
The remainder of this paper describes the NRC’s approach to CAP reviews and implementation audits, and 
the influence these reviews and audits are having to improve performance and stretch thinking in this field.     
 
 
2 NRC’s approach to reviewing catchment action plans and auditing their implementation  

 
A non-prescriptive, performance-based standard, high-level state-wide targets, and a program of regular 
review and audit set the framework for evaluation and adaptive management in NRM in NSW. The NRC 
recommended the Standard for Quality Natural Resource Management (the Standard) and 13 state-wide 
targets that were adopted by the NSW Government in 2005 (for the Standard and full wording of the 13 
state-wide targets see NRC 2005).  
 
The targets were designed to provide the right balance of state-level guidance and flexibility so that CMAs 
could incorporate community values and interpret and develop targets that prioritise investment at the 
regional level. The targets, while being interdependent, are intended to be pursued in different ways across 
landscapes, according to the current and desired future balance between competing uses of natural 
resources in each region. 
 
With the targets defining what we want to achieve, the Standard defines how we should go about the 
business of NRM to deliver them. When the Standard was developed, many stakeholders were expecting a 
set of prescriptive technical standards. However, a standard that set out the quality of NRM practice that 
must be achieved was more appropriate because of the large variations in: natural resources (e.g. type and 
condition); economic conditions; community aspirations; and technical capacity across NSW landscapes. 
Figure 1 lists the seven components of the Standard, and describes performance expectations for all natural 
resource managers (required outcomes). 
 
2.1 Planning and undertaking CAP reviews and implementation audits 

 
Under the Natural Resources Commission Act 2003, the NRC is required to recommend the approval of 
CAPs and to undertake audits of how effectively they are being implemented. In both cases, CAPs are 
required to meet the Standard and promote the state-wide targets.  
 
Since 2004, the NRC has reviewed and recommended all 13 CAPs be approved by government, and 
audited the implementation of all 13 CAPs at least once.  
 
In the CAP reviews the NRC is looking at the quality of strategic planning - whether the CAP (and the CMA) 
is focusing on the right problems to fix and plans to go about it in the best way possible. The CAP 
implementation audits then look at the outcomes CAP implementation is making on the ground.   
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Figure 1: Seven components of the Standard and their required outcomes 
 

 
These planning reviews and implementation audits were new to NRM in NSW and the NRC’s approach to 
them has evolved with the model as it has matured. There are a number of factors that have influenced the 
NRC’s approach to these evaluations:  

 performance benchmarks were initially unknown, as were the capacities of evaluators available in the 
field (to the NRC at least, and its needs) 

 there was a need to calibrate approaches to suit varying capacity and performance, for example to 
stretch both low and high performers  

 the need for evaluations to generate practical and implementable solutions for the users so as to 
increase the likelihood of recommendations being addressed - the ‘appetite’ and capacity for change 
and improving performance has shifted through time.  

 
The NRC’s approach to CAP reviews and audits can be generalised into the (sometimes iterative) steps 
described below:  

 research best practice for the type of review or audit being planned to understand the tools and 
processes required to design the assessment processes 

 analyse the context (institutional, spatial, temporal), and the stage of development of the systems or 
institutions being evaluated to identify what we expect to see at a point in time for the part of the 
adaptive cycle we are looking at (planning, implementation etc)  

 use the Standard define and test expectations (for audits these have been called ‘lines of inquiry’, 
for CAP reviews they are ‘criteria and attributes’)  
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 conduct pilot assessments against the expectations using more detailed sets of questions and sub-
criteria, and using a range of methods to generate multiple lines of evidence 

 calibrate expectations based on the results of the pilot (determine how much is enough, set 
benchmarks, consider scope of possible recommendations) 

 roll-out evaluations across NSW, and report on strengths, weaknesses and recommendations for 
improvement at the regional scale 

 consolidate the results of regional evaluations to give an overall picture of progress state-wide 
focussing on issues of state-wide significance, for example, policy barriers, resourcing, MER (NRC 
2006b, 2008a, 2010a). 

 

2.1.1 Example 1: Reviewing catchment action plans  

Between 2006 and 2008, the NRC reviewed the first CAPs prepared by newly established CMAs, and 
recommended that the Minister approve (with conditions) all thirteen CAPs (for example, see NRC 2006a).  
Overall, the NRC found that all of the CAPs complied with the Standard and were likely to promote the 
achievement of state-wide targets to varying degrees.  
 
In 2011, CMAs are now preparing to upgrade their CAPs and the NRC is preparing for another round of 
reviews. CAPs need upgrading to incorporate best available information, reflect the growing capabilities of 
CMAs, the maturing of the regional delivery model, the changing priorities of investors and communities, and 
changes in the operating environment of CMAs.  
 
Six years of experience, audits and progress reporting have identified areas for improvement and shaped the 
context for these CAP upgrades. For example, NRC reviews and audits have consistently demonstrated the 
need for a more coordinated approach to NRM and CAP development across government, and to ensure 
that the right incentives are in place for landscapes to be managed as a whole rather than siloed into 
discrete parts (NRC 2006b, NRC 2008a, NRC 2010a). These findings have influenced a clear shift towards 
greater collaboration between agencies and CMAs, and commitment to a whole-of-government approach 
(NRC 2010a).  
 
To prepare for these CAP upgrades the NRC, agencies and the Central West and Namoi CMAs piloted a 
process for upgrading CAPs and their subsequent assessment which specifically focussed on testing a 
whole-of-government and community approach to planning, and applying new analytical frameworks for 
understanding landscapes and determining the best interventions (Figure 2). The pilot process involved:  

 the NRC working with agencies and CMAs to develop a working draft set of assessment criteria 
reflecting the priorities that had been identified through CAP reviews, audits and NRC progress 
reporting 

 Central West and Namoi CMAs working with agencies and their communities to upgrade their CAPs 
and test feasibility of applying new ideas 

 the NRC trialling the assessment of the pilot CAPs using the working draft assessment criteria, 
calibrating expectations, and consequently revising the assessment criteria for implementation across 
the state as all CMAs prepare and submit upgraded CAPs over the next two years. 

 
This pilot process has allowed the CMA to pioneer new thinking, and for agencies, CMAs and the NRC to 
understand the extent to which the priorities for improvement are feasible now, and which areas need more 
time and support to implement (CW CMA 2011, NRC 2011a, NRC 2011b). 
 

2.1.2 Example 2: Auditing catchment action plan implementation (2008-09) 

In 2007, the NRC set out a framework to audit the effective implementation of CAPs (NRC 2007a). This audit 
methodology combined well known audit standards (for example, IIAA 2007; AUASB 2007) and expert 
opinion from NRM practitioners. 
 

The audits examined CMA performance across four lines of inquiry (Table 1). These lines of inquiry reflect 
the requirements of the Standard when it is applied to the task of CAP implementation.  
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Criterion 1.

CAP was 
developed using 

a structured, 
collaborative and 

adaptable 
planning process

Attributes

A) Strategic planning process was logical, 
comprehensive and transparent

B) Planning process meaningfully engaged 
the community, governments and other 
stakeholders

C) An adaptive planning process is in 
place to evaluate effectiveness of the 
CAP and guide improvements as 
knowledge improves and/or 
circumstances change

Criterion 2.

CAP uses best 
available 

information to 
develop targets 
and actions for 

building resilient 
landscapes 

Attributes

A) CAP describes the social-ecological 
systems operating in the catchment 
using best available science and 
knowledge of community values 

B) CAP integrates biophysical and socio-
economic information to analyse the 
systems operating in the catchment and 
develop strategies for improving 
landscape function and resilience

 
 C) CAP proposes targets and actions that 

are logically nested and supported by 
the available evidence

Process

Final Plan

Criterion 3.

CAP is a plan for 
collaborative 

action and 
investment 

between 
government, 

community and 
industry partners

Attributes

A) Plan aligns with relevant policies 
and community aspirations

B) Plan can meaningfully guide other 
governments, industry and the 
community to align effort across the 
region

C) Plan specifies agreed roles and 
responsibilities for partners in the 
catchment 

 
Figure 2: Criteria and attributes to assess whether a catchment action plan is a quality NRM plan
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Table 1: NRC audit lines of inquiry 
 

Line of Inquiry 1 Is the CMA effectively prioritising its investments to promote resilient landscapes that 
support the values of its communities? 

This line of inquiry was tested against the following criteria: 

Criterion 1.1 The CMA has a commonly understood definition of what constitutes resilient landscapes 
in their region. 

Criterion 1.2 The CMA has a system that ranks investment options, which incorporates factors 
including scientific and local knowledge, socio-economic information, community and 
investor preferences, leverage of investment and multiple CAP target achievement. 

Criterion 1.3 The CMA has a system that ensures short and long term investment priorities are 
consistent with each other and integrated with other planned NRM targets.   

Line of Inquiry 2 Are the CMA’s vegetation projects contributing to improved landscape function? 

This line of inquiry was tested against the following criteria: 

Criterion 2.1 The CMA has documented expected long-term project outcomes. 

Criterion 2.2 The CMA is successfully achieving project outcomes, and maximising opportunities to add 
further value. 

Criterion 2.3 The projects are attracting additional resources to match CMA funding. 

Criterion 2.4 The CMA has a system to monitor ongoing achievements of projects. 

Line of Inquiry 3 Is the CMA effectively engaging its communities? 

This line of inquiry was tested against the following criteria: 

Criterion 3.1 The CMA has identified community groups and stakeholders it must consider in planning 
and undertaking work. 

Criterion 3.2 The CMA is implementing an engagement strategy appropriate for different community 
groups and stakeholders. 

Criterion 3.3 The CMA is implementing a communication strategy that promotes collaboration, 
sustainable behavioural change and feedback. 

Line of Inquiry 4 Is the CMA effectively using adaptive management? 

This line of inquiry was tested against the following criteria: 

Criterion 4.1 The CMA has documented the practical application of adaptive management principles in 
its planning and business systems. 

Criterion 4.2 The CMA has monitoring and evaluation systems that test underlying investment 
assumptions and employ appropriate expertise to assess planned and actual achievement. 

Criterion 4.3 The CMA maintains an information management system necessary to support adaptive 
management processes. 
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The NRC used a range of audit activities to test performance including site inspections, report verifications 
and logic modelling and systems design reviews.  
 
All of the NRC’s audit results are publicly available, and contain descriptions of how CMAs are performing 
against each line of inquiry, case studies and recommended actions for CMAs to improve.  
 
Overall, the NRC found CMAs were effectively engaging communities and delivering on-ground works that 
are likely to lead to local resource condition improvement. However, while some CMAs were effectively 
prioritising investments and adaptively managing their business, many needed to improve in these areas. 

 

Two clear examples illustrate the impact of these audits. Firstly, repeated auditing is supporting better 
business performance, as demonstrated by the improvement in the Murray CMA. During late 2010 the NRC 
audited the Murray CMA for the second time. Since its first audit in 2008 the Murray CMA’s leadership has 
led an observable improvement in organisational culture and business systems. The second audit of Murray 
CMA has found substantial improvements across most lines of audit inquiry, especially in the way they 
prioritise investments and adaptively manage (see NRC 2008b and ERSA 2010). 

 
Secondly the audits, which draw on multiple lines of evidence, are also providing a better understanding of 
progress than has been possible in the past. In its 2010 Progress Report, the NRC noted that measuring and 
verifying change in natural resources as a direct result of NRM investment is challenging and governments 
have typically (unrealistically) expected resource condition data alone to tell us how we are going. NRM 
programs have suffered as a result, for example when other audits have concluded that there is not enough 
evidence to show that NRM programs are making a difference (ANAO 2008).  
 
The NRC’s systematic program of reviews, audits and reporting is now generating regular and multiple-lines 
of data and knowledge on progress towards government and community objectives that give a much more 
timely, detailed and realistic picture of progress that is being made at multiple scales. For example, of the 
100 or sites assessed during its audits, the NRC found that over 90 per cent of CMA projects had achieved 
their short-term outputs, and around 50 per cent showed evidence of local improvements in resource 
condition – during drought conditions. 

 
3 Evaluations are influencing better practice 

 
After six years of implementing the regional model and reviewing results, there is emerging evidence that the 
systematic practice of review, evaluation and reporting in the NSW NRM model is driving improved 
performance and innovation, while providing assurance to government and communities. 
 
This paper explained some specific examples of the value of evaluations in: 

 contributing to maturing of the model (and its actors) 

 supporting processes to test and evaluate the application of new ideas 

 promoting better business performance within CMAs 

 allowing a more sophisticated and realistic appraisal of progress made than has previously been 
possible – giving governments a better basis for decision-making. 

 
The NRC believes that development of an adaptive management and learning culture has been a critical 
success factor in the implementation of the regional model so far. The Standard, targets and audits were 
established as a framework to institutionalise learning and continual improvement. With relative institutional 
continuity since 2003, CMAs have had the space to learn from their experiences and improve practice over 
time. This is moving NSW away from a prescriptive rules-based system towards an accountability framework 
that is flexible enough to manage complexity and uncertainty. 
 
An important feature of the NRC’s role as an independent evaluator in this system is that the NRC has been 
learning with CMAs and agencies. The NRC’s approach to the evaluations has supported the model to 
mature by providing space and information for CMAs, agencies and the NRC to work together to solve 
problems progressively as we learn. The NRC’s approach has also adapted and evolved as the system has 
matured.   
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3.1 Challenges and next steps to progress 

At the state and national levels there has been a history of frequent restructures in the NRM field. The 
challenge is to build on the foundations we have established, rather than resetting clock on every round of 
new reform.  
 
The NRC has recommended that the culture of prediction, testing, reviewing and learning that we are 
observing at the regional scale should be institutionalised more widely through the NRM system (NRC 2010 
a). Formal accountability processes – using monitoring and auditing programs and predictive tools – would 
help institutionalise adaptive learning, ensure each successive round of NRM reform builds on the lessons of 
the past, and provide the long-term learning and continuity of focus that is needed to improve the health of 
our landscapes.  
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