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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 
Background 
 
Approaches to environmental and natural resources governance described as community-based and 
collaborative have become widely adopted in Australia and other countries over recent decades. The 
project ‘Improving economic accountability when using decentralised, collaborative approaches to 
environmental decisions’ was initiated in response to strengthening demands for economic 
accountability in this domain, and also the difficulties experienced in satisfying these demands. The 
focus of these demands has predominantly been on the processes of making, justifying and 
documenting investment decisions (ex ante economic accountability) rather than on the outcomes of 
those decisions (ex post economic accountability). The emphasis has thus been mainly on 
increasing the confidence of investors and other stakeholders that the benefits from investment 
decisions made will not only exceed for full opportunity costs of the investments but also maximise 
the total benefits to society from the limited pools of public funds available for investment.  
 
The activities, outputs and findings of this project are documented in this final report. The project 
sought to develop and trial methods for strengthening the economic accountability of investment 
decisions by regional, and other community-based collaborative, NRM organisations. It aimed to 
develop methods that: (a) are consistent with an economic way of thinking; (b) collaborative 
community-based organisations could apply proficiently; (c) accommodate value systems decided 
collaboratively in community-based processes; and (d) account for the consequences of NRM 
investments for community and other socio-economic capacities needed for investments into the 
future. Three regional NRM organisations – Border Rivers-Gwydir Catchment Management 
Authority (CMA), Namoi CMA and Northern Rivers CMA (all from New South Wales) – agreed to 
participate in the project by trialling the methods developed and providing feedback. 
 
The Investment Framework for Environmental Resources (INFFER) was identified as the most 
appropriate foundation on which to build methods consistent with the above project aims. This 
framework was used as a foundation for pursuing the aims of the present project in two ways. The 
first of these ways involved accounting for capacity spillovers from on-ground projects which are 
important for the success of community-based NRM yet not accounted for by INFFER. The method 
developed towards this end was referred to as the supplemented PAF method. The second of these 
ways focussed on strengthening economic accountability in developing NRM capacity-building 
projects. The method developed towards this end was referred to as the Capacity-Building Project 
Development Framework.  
 
 
Accounting for capacity spillovers from on-ground projects: the Supplemented PAF 
Method 
 
The method 
 
INFFER does account methodically in developing and evaluating an on-ground project for a 
specific natural asset for the capacities upon which the project’s feasibility in meeting its goal(s) 
depends. However, it does not account for the expected effects of implementing that project on the 
capacities available for other ‘asset-focussed’ investments to subsequently draw upon. 
 
In order to overcome this weakness, a supplementary form (the ‘PAF supplement’) to the Project 
Assessment Form (PAF) applied in Step 3 of the INFFER process was developed to be used in 



 

 2

tandem with the PAF. This tandem process, referred to in this document as the supplemented PAF 
method, was the method for strengthening economic accountability of on-ground investment 
decisions trialled with the three participating CMAs.  
 
A main purpose of the PAF is to collect the data needed to calculate a Benefit: Cost Index (BCI) for 
a project which can be used as a quantitative basis for ranking its economic worth against 
alternative investment opportunities. The PAF supplement is designed to collect the additional data 
needed to calculate a modified version of the BCI (referred to as the Modified BCI or MBCI) that 
accounts for the capacity spillover effects of the project being evaluated on other areas of 
investment by the same CMA. The MBCI accounts for these capacity spillover effects in terms of 
their combined impact on the cost of implementing the other areas of investment at a given level of 
feasibility.  
 
Where the capacity spillovers are beneficial overall, this is accounted for as a saving in the total cost 
of the other areas of investment achieving a given set of outcomes. This cost saving is deducted 
from the direct cost of the project being evaluated to obtain the net impact on the CMA’s 
investment costs of implementing the project. Where the capacity spillovers are adverse overall, in 
contrast, this is accounted for as an increase in the total cost of the other areas of investment 
achieving a given set of outcomes. This extra cost is added to the direct cost of the project being 
evaluated to obtain the net impact on the CMA’s investment costs of implementing the project. 
 
The supplemented PAF method was trialled on three assets selected by the Border Rivers – Gwydir 
CMA, two assets selected by the Namoi CMA, and three assets selected by the Northern Rivers 
CMA. The trial process commenced with a two-day training session on INFFER for the three 
CMAs. The CMAs then proceeded to select the specific natural assets to focus on and to complete 
PAFs for each of these assets. 
 
Workshops were run with each of the three CMAs to review their experiences in trialling the 
supplemented PAF method. These were attended by the CMA staff who had participated in the 
trials and in some cases by CMA Board members or other CMA staff. The review process also 
involved a questionnaire designed to obtain quantitative data on how participants perceived the 
trials. The questionnaire listed 20 criteria that respondents were asked to rate for their importance in 
choosing a method for strengthening economic accountability of on-ground investment decisions, 
and against which they were asked to rate the performance of the standard PAF and PAF 
supplement methods relative to their CMA’s current practice. The PAF and PAF supplement steps 
of the process were reviewed in turn. 
 
Reviewing the standard PAF method 
 
Workshop feedback  
 
The perceived strengths of the PAF method compared with the CMAs’ current approaches were 
identified in the workshops as including: 

• broadens the range of assets/projects considered in evaluating investment 
opportunities; 

• prompts a more rigorous process of thinking about project development; 

• enables comparison of all kinds of projects; 

• accounts better for risks to project success; 

• provides increased transparency; and 

• facilitates adaptive learning by better documenting assumptions and judgements. 
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The perceived weaknesses of the PAF method compared with the CMAs’ current approaches were 
identified as including: 

• requires more time and effort to apply; 

• impractical for the large numbers of projects that CMAs have been investing in; and 

• it is less valuable in the current funding environment than previously when regional 
NRM bodies had greater discretion over how to allocate their funds. 

 
The perceived obstacles to applying the PAF method were identified as including: 

• organisational inertia; 

• obtaining a critical mass within CMA staff of the awareness and skills needed to 
apply the method and justify it to other stakeholders;  

• obtaining consistency across a CMA in how the method is applied to competing 
investment opportunities; and 

• community pressures to continue spreading investment funds broadly. 
 
 
Questionnaire feedback 
 
Of the 20 criteria listed in the questionnaire as relevant to CMAs in choosing a method to evaluate 
asset-focussed investments, the three rated on average by participants across the three CMAs as of 
greatest importance were: 

•  ‘strengthens your CMA’s confidence that investments will achieve their intended 
biophysical outcomes’; 

•  ‘strengthens your CMA’s confidence that the prioritised investments represent 
‘value for money’’; and 

•  ‘is practical to apply given the skills and time available to CMA staff’. 
 
The three criteria ranked on average as of least importance across the three CMAs were: 

•  ‘recognises the benefits from investing in innovative investment options rather than 
just 'tried and true' options’; 

•  ‘avoids subjective judgments’; and 

•  ‘identifies appropriate mechanisms to motivate the various actions required for 
investments to achieve their goals’. 

 
The three criteria against which the PAF method was rated on average by participants as performing 
best across the three CMAs, compared with their current evaluation practices, were: 

•  ‘provides a quantitative basis for ranking investment options across different asset 
classes’;  

•  ‘makes transparent all the judgements and assumptions that need to be made’; and 

•  ‘provides a quantitative basis for ranking investment options’. 
 
The three criteria against which the PAF method was rated as performing worst on average across 
the three CMAs, compared with the CMAs’ current evaluation practices, were: 

•  ‘is consistent with the philosophy of integrated catchment management’;  
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•  ‘avoids subjective judgments’; and 

•  ‘is practical to apply given the skills and time available to CMA staff’. 
 

The criterion ‘is practical to apply given the skills and time available to CMA staff’ was the only 
one against which the performance of the PAF method was rated lower on average by the three 
CMAs than their current practices. This criterion was rated across the three CMAs the third most 
important criterion for choosing an evaluation method. Despite close attention to this criterion in 
developing the PAF method, it is evident that the CMAs were not convinced enough had been done 
in this direction.  
 
Reviewing the PAF supplement method 
 
Workshop feedback 

The strengths of the PAF supplement method compared with the CMAs’ current approaches were 
perceived in the workshops as including: 

 • raises awareness of the capacity spillover effects of on-ground projects; 

• accounts for capacity spillovers quantitatively rather than intuitively; and 

• reveals the difference that accounting for a project’s capacity spillovers makes to its 
economic ranking vis-à-vis other projects.  

 
The weaknesses of the PAF supplement method compared with the CMAs’ current approaches were 
perceived in the workshops as including: 

• lack of evidence with which to predict capacity spillovers and quantify them. 
 

The perceived obstacles to applying the PAF supplement method included: 

• CMA staff are often not familiar with thinking about capacity spillovers from 
projects; and 

• difficulty of articulating what capacity spillovers might be expected from a particular 
project. 

 
 
Questionnaire feedback 
 
The performance of the supplemented PAF method compared with the CMAs’ current practice was 
rated by respondents against eight of the 20 criteria against which the standard PAF method was 
assessed. The performance of the supplemented PAF method was perceived on average across the 
three CMAs as superior to the standard PAF method against the following six of these eight criteria 
(although the superiority against the 5th and 6th the criteria listed below was negligible): 

• ‘is consistent with the philosophy of integrated catchment management’; 

• ‘accounts for the effects of investment options on the community and other 
capacities needed for your CMA’s ongoing investments’; 

• ‘avoids subjective judgments’; 

• ‘is practical to apply given the skills and time available to CMA staff’; 

• ‘strengthens your CMA’s confidence that the prioritised investments represent ‘value 
for money’’; and 

• ‘helps justify investment decisions to your CMA’s regional community’. 
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The superiority of the supplemented PAF method compared with the standard PAF method was 
greatest in absolute terms against the criterion ‘accounts for the effects of investment options on the 
community and other capacities needed for your CMA’s ongoing investments’. This was 
encouraging given that the supplementation of the PAF method was designed explicitly to improve 
its performance against this criterion. Nevertheless, the influence of this superiority on motivating 
adoption by the CMAs of the supplemented PAF method may be limited given that this criterion 
was ranked across the three CMAs only 16th in importance out of 20 criteria for choosing a method 
to evaluate asset-focussed investments.  
 
As with the standard PAF method, the criterion ‘is practical to apply given the skills and time 
available to CMA staff’ was the only one against which the perceived performance of the 
supplemented PAF method was rated lower on average by participants from the three CMAs than 
that of their current practices. This criterion was ranked across these CMAs the third most important 
criterion for choosing a method for economic accountability of asset-focussed investment decisions. 
Hence, poor perceived performance against this criterion remains a significant hurdle to be 
straddled in gaining adoption of the supplemented PAF method. Nevertheless, each of the three 
CMAs could envisage applying this method to at least some of their investment decisions. 
 
Comment 
 
The three participating CMAs face formidable obstacles in proceeding to adopt the supplemented 
PAF method (or the standard PAF method for that matter) due to their perceptions that the method 
is less practical to apply than their current practices given the available skills of their staff and the 
time they have available for evaluating investments. The degree to which these obstacles actually 
impede adoption of the method may be lessened by finding ways to develop the requisite skills and 
free up staff time. In the meantime, further research would help redress the lack of knowledge in 
this area that lessens the confidence with which regional NRM organisations currently can account 
for capacity spillovers from projects they propose to undertake.  
 
Finally, we can expect regional NRM organisations to be motivated to account for capacity 
spillovers when evaluating asset-focussed investment projects only to the extent they feel confident 
that the investments those spillovers are expected to impact upon will actually occur (and indeed 
that governments will continue to fund these organisations so they remain able to undertake such 
investments). The shift in recent years by Australian governments to shorter-term NRM funding 
commitments and to leaving regional NRM organisations less discretion in how funds are to be 
invested tends to work against this confidence. 
 
 
Developing cost-effective projects for NRM capacity-building: the Capacity-Building 
Project Development Framework 
 
The method 
 
Various authors have emphasised the importance of capacity-building investments for the success 
of Australia’s regionalised approach to NRM, and the need to make these investments strategically. 
Such a strategic approach includes targeting investments at building the ‘project-specific’ capacities 
needed for asset-focused projects we can confidently predict will occur. Given the considerable 
funding uncertainties faced by Australian regional NRM bodies, and the fact that capacities for 
many asset-focused investments in the longer term cannot be built overnight, a strategic approach to 
investing in ‘general’ capacity-building activities is also required to enable regional NRM bodies to 
adapt their investment programs as the outcomes of uncertainties unfold. 
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Accordingly, the second focus of the present project involved developing a method for investing 
strategically and cost-effectively in building both the project-specific and general capacities needed 
for successful community-based NRM. INFFER’s PAF method was used as a starting point in 
pursuing this aim. This starting point was limited to identifying what project-specific capacity-
building activities will contribute to the cost-effectiveness of an organisation’s investment program, 
given that the standard PAF method is not designed for decision-making about investments in 
general capacity building.  
 
The method developed in the present project was designed to complement INFFER’s contribution 
by encompassing both general and project-specific capacity-building activities in a single 
framework. In developing such projects, the method explores how various capacity-building 
activities identified for investment might be coordinated to enhance their overall cost-effectiveness. 
Where a capacity-building project developed in this manner includes project-specific capacity-
building activities (i.e., included in particular on-ground-action projects), the intention is not for 
these activities to be managed only as parts of the capacity-building project, independently of the 
on-ground projects that depend on them. The intention is rather for these activities to be managed 
both as parts of the relevant on-ground-action projects and concurrently as parts of the capacity-
building project.  
 
This intention recognises: 

• that the expertise required to successfully design and implement capacity-building 
activities is specialised, and not always held by managers of on-ground-action 
projects who tend to be technically trained; and 

• the benefits that can arise from coordinating the management of capacity-building 
activities included as part of different on-ground-action projects, or of general 
capacity-building activities with such project-specific capacity-building activities. 

 
Aside from this departure from the PAF starting point, a range of further steps, detailed in the 
ensuing report, were required to arrive at a comprehensive method of developing cost-effective 
capacity-building projects.     
 
The method developed in the present project for strengthening the economic accountability of 
decisions by community-based regional NRM organisations regarding their investments in capacity 
building consists of the four forms – A, B, C and D – comprising the Capacity Building Project 
Development Framework (CBPDF). Forms A, B and C deal with situations where an organisation 
is sufficiently informed about future funding of its investment program that it is able to plan at least 
part of that program for at least one year ahead. Form D applies where this is not the case. 
 
Where an organisation is sufficiently informed about future funding of its investment program that 
it is able to plan at least part of that program for at least one year ahead, it is able to identify (a) the 
project-specific capacities that need to be developed for those plans to be successfully implemented, 
and (b) other general capacity-building activities to be undertaken with the available funding. 
 
The roles of Forms A, B and C can be summarised briefly. One purpose of Form A is to identify 
sets of on-ground actions that the user’s organisation expects to invest in and that depend for their 
successful implementation on capacity-building activities that need to be resourced from the 
organisation’s investment funding for the coming year. The other purpose is to identify the value of 
investments in general capacity-building activities that need to be resourced from the organisation’s 
investment funding for the coming year.  
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Subsequent to completing Form A, Form B (adapted from INFFER’s PAF) is completed for each 
set of on-ground actions identified in pursuing the first purpose of Form A in order to develop cost-
effective projects for implementing them. Completion of Form B for a particular set of on-ground 
actions includes calculating the Feasibility Adjusted Cost (FAC) of the particular project design 
developed in the form to achieve implementation of the goal(s) set in respect of those actions. 
Calculation of the FAC for a project design takes into account not only the costs of implementing 
the project design but also the probability of that project design fully achieving its goal(s). The 
FACs of different project designs intended to deliver the same goal(s) can be compared to identify 
the project design that achieves the goal(s) most cost-effectively. 
 
Form C is then used to: 

(a) compile the details of the capacity-building activities included in the on-ground-
action projects that were developed using Form B; 

(b) detail how the organisation’s investment budget for general capacity-building 
activities over the coming year (identified in Form A) will be allocated between 
activities of this kind; and 

(c) consider how to manage all these capacity-building activities cost effectively as 
coordinated projects. 

 
The four forms comprising the CBPDF are designed to provide a structured comprehensive process 
for developing cost-effective capacity-building projects. Such a process is required to ensure that 
those developing such projects consider all key considerations in a logical and accountable manner, 
including by documenting the evidence, assumptions and judgements on which their responses to 
questions in the forms are based. 
 
The trials of the CBPDF with each CMA involved: (i) completing Form A; (ii) completing Form B 
for some of the sets of on-ground actions identified in Form A as depending on capacity-building 
activities undertaken during the coming year; and (iii) completing Form C based on the information 
contained in the completed copies of Form B. Form D was not relevant to the participating CMAs 
as they were each in a position to plan their investment programs for at least one year ahead.  
 
Reviewing the method 
 
Workshops were run with each of the three CMAs to review their experiences in trialling the 
CBPDF. These were attended by the CMA staff who had participated in the trials. The review 
process also involved a questionnaire designed to obtain quantitative data on how participants 
perceived the trials. The questionnaire listed 13 criteria that respondents were asked to rate for their 
importance in choosing a method for strengthening economic accountability of capacity-building 
investment decisions, and against which they were asked to rate the performance of the CBPDF 
relative to their CMA’s current practice.    
 
Workshop feedback on the CBPDF 
 
The perceived strengths of the CBPDF compared with the CMAs’ current approaches, as identified 
during the review workshops, included: 

• prompts a process of looking ahead at what capacities will be needed in future; 

• prompts a more rigorous process of developing cost-effective capacity-building 
projects; 

• strengthens accountability by better recording and testing the assumptions and 
judgements made in developing capacity-building projects;  
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• provides a better foundation for diagnosing project success or failure, and thus for 
the monitoring and evaluation crucial for adaptive management ; 

• prompts consideration of alternative project designs for achieving a given goal; and 

• counters the tendency of project-specific and general capacity-building activities, 
and also general capacity-building activities and on-ground-action projects, to be 
planned and implemented in isolation from one another.. 

The perceived weaknesses of the CBPDF compared with the CMAs’ current approaches included: 

• a risk of users viewing the CBPDF as purely a form-filling exercise when its 
successful completion actually requires deliberation between those with the relevant 
knowledge; 

• transferring information from one question to another, or from one form to another, 
can be time-consuming and cumbersome – also some questions in the forms were 
too wordy and complex; 

• the framework is more time-consuming than the CMAs’ current processes because it 
requires documented responses to questions that cover a more comprehensive set of 
factors;   

• the process trialled was not easy enough for professionals to persevere with rather 
than revert to a less formalised process; and 

• doubts about whether the benefits from the framework were sufficient to justify its 
significantly greater demands on staff time. 

   
Actions suggested to overcome such weaknesses included: 

• automate the various steps within the CBPDF of transferring information from one 
question or form to another; 

• simplify the wording of questions in the forms, relying on the manuals to provide 
clarifications; and 

• integrate the CBPDF into investment management systems that most CMAs in NSW 
are already using (e.g. Catchment Information Management System (CIMS) or the 
Site and Catchment Resource Planning and Assessment (SCaRPA) software). 

 
Questionnaire feedback on the CBPDF 
 
Of the 13 criteria listed in the questionnaire as relevant to CMA in choosing a method to develop 
cost-effective capacity-building projects, the three rated on average by trial participants as of 
greatest importance across the three CMAs were: 

• ‘ensures that capacity-building projects are based on sound logic and evidence’; 

•  ‘is practical to apply given the skills and time available to CMA staff’; and 

•  ‘helps justify investment decisions to your CMA’s regional community’.  
 
The three criteria ranked on average as of least importance across three CMAs were: 

•  ‘keeps a record of all the judgements and assumptions that need to be made’; 

•  ‘can incorporate local knowledge and values’; and 

•  ‘avoids subjective judgements’. 
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The low average importance ranking for the three CMAs combined of the criterion ‘keeps a record 
of all the judgements and assumptions that need to be made’ runs counter to the focus of the present 
project on strengthening economic accountability.  
 
The three criteria against which the CBPDF was rated on average as performing best across the 
three CMAs compared with their current practices were: 

•  ‘keeps a record of all the judgements and assumptions that need to be made’; 

•  ‘makes transparent all the judgements and assumptions that need to be made’; and 

•  ‘ensure that capacity-building projects are based on sound logic and evidence’.  
 
The three criteria against which the CBPDF was rated on average as performing worst across the 
three CMAs compared with their current practices were: 

•  ‘avoids subjective judgements’; 

•  ‘can incorporate local knowledge and values’; and 

•  ‘is practical apply given the skills and time available to CMA staff’. 
 

The criterion ‘is practical to apply given the skills and time available to CMA staff’ was the only 
one against which the performance of the CBPDF was rated lower on average by the three CMAs 
than their existing practices. As observed above, this criterion was ranked across the three CMAs 
the equal-first most important criterion for choosing a method to develop cost-effective capacity 
projects. Despite close attention to this criterion in developing the version of the CBPDF trialled by 
the CMAs, they were clearly not satisfied enough had been done in this direction.   
 
Comment 
 
Questionnaire responses from participants in the trials of the CBPDF revealed on average that they 
rated accountability, in terms of documenting the key assumptions and judgements made in the 
process of developing a project, as a relatively unimportant criterion for choosing a method for 
developing capacity-building projects. Although these responses revealed on average that the trial 
participants found the CBPDF to perform most strongly (compared with their existing approaches) 
against this criterion, the low importance rating on average for this criterion suggests that these 
perceptions of strong performance may not figure highly in their CMAs’ decisions about whether to 
adopt the CBPDF. 
 
The importance to CMAs of the criterion of user-friendliness in choosing a method of developing 
capacity-building projects was strongly emphasised in both workshop discussions and questionnaire 
responses, as was the perceived poor performance of the CBPDF against this criterion. A common 
view of the trial participants was that the CBPDF is too time-consuming and cumbersome for their 
CMAs to be able to adopt it. This was not unexpected given that: 

• the performance of INFFER’s PAF against the criterion ‘is practical to apply given 
the skills and time available to CMA staff’ was rated by the same three CMAs earlier 
in the present project as substantially worse than their current approaches to 
developing and evaluating on-ground projects; and 

• the CBPDF incorporates (as Form B of the framework) an adapted version of the 
PAF to which it adds a number of additional forms.  

 
Various modifications have been made to the CBPDF since the trials to make it more user-friendly, 
less time-consuming, and thus more adoptable. Further modifications are possible that may 
contribute significantly towards this end but are beyond the scope of the present project. For 
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instance, a web-based version of the framework would simplify the process of transferring 
information from one form, or section of a form, to another, and also make it easier to check 
responses made elsewhere in the framework. Further trialling and evaluation of the framework 
could also be undertaken to demonstrate the benefits of adopting the framework.   
 
It should be noted that recurrent funding of CMAs in NSW is greater than in some other states and 
territories, so that the issues with the practicality and user-friendliness of the methods developed in 
this project that were identified by the three NSW CMAs may be more pronounced elsewhere. 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
The conclusions of the report focus on the challenges faced by the three CMAs in applying the 
methods developed in the present project, especially in respect of their perceptions that the methods 
are less practical to apply than their current practices. In some cases there are perceptions also that 
the methods are not sufficiently superior to their existing approaches for developing and evaluating 
investment proposals that the additional effort involved in applying these methods can be justified. 
INFFER’s PAF method itself, upon which the two methods developed in this project were built, 
faces similar challenges. The degree to which these challenges actually impede adoption can be 
ameliorated by finding ways to develop the requisite skills and free up staff time, and by further 
training in, and trialling of, the methods to demonstrate their benefits.       
 
Even so, adopting INFFER as well as the methods developed in the present project all at once 
seems too much to ask of most regional NRM organisations, particularly those in states or 
territories where such organisations are not resourced to the level that they are in NSW. It seems 
advisable to work with regional NRM organisations in gaining confidence with INFFER and its 
standard PAF method before expecting them to build on that method using the complementary 
methods documented in this report. Meanwhile, further research would help redress the knowledge 
gaps (e.g., regarding the identification and quantification of capacity spillovers) that lessen the 
confidence with which regional NRM organisations are able to apply these methods.  
 
More fundamentally, substantial changes to the institutional and governance system within which 
regional NRM organisations operate are required if the motivation of regional NRM organisations 
to adopt more rigorous and comprehensive methods of investment decision-making is to be 
strengthened sufficiently to overcome the challenges noted above. The issue here is not only with 
lack of tangible incentives from governments (e.g., rewards and/or punishments related to the 
quality of investment proposals submitted to them for funding) for regional NRM bodies to 
demonstrate greater economic accountability in their investment decisions. It relates also to the lack 
of incentives that lower levels of the governance system (e.g. local groups and individual 
landholders) are able to create for regional bodies to make their investment decisions more 
downwardly accountable to them.  
 
Aside from affecting the incentives faced by regional NRM organisations when deciding whether to 
adopt more systematic decision-making tools, the institutional and governance arrangements 
surrounding these organisations strongly influence how practical it is for that adoption to occur. 
They affect the time pressures that these organisations face in completing their investment planning 
processes, and thus the time they can realistically devote to making their decisions more rigorously 
and comprehensively.   
 
Part of the reason for reluctance by staff of regional NRM organisations to adopt more rigorous 
investment decision-making frameworks relates to the large number of projects that many such 
organisations currently invest in, and the major time and resource demands of applying such 
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frameworks to all these projects. Many regional NRM bodies are now addressing this issue to some 
degree by targeting investments at priority sub-catchments. However, if changes in the institutional 
and governance context of these organisations were enacted to also strengthen their incentives to 
invest in fewer projects, the overall time and resource demands of adopting a more rigorous invest 
decision-making framework would be reduced accordingly.  
 
Another part of the reason for CMA staff reluctance to adopt more rigorous investment decision-
making frameworks relates to this adoption involving substantial upfront investments of their time 
in learning to apply the framework, whereas the benefits from demonstrating stronger 
accountability (e.g., in terms of increased competitiveness in applying for investment funding) are 
spread into the future. The considerable uncertainty that CMA staff perceive concerning future 
funding of their programs, and even persistence of their organisations beyond the short term, makes 
it likely that the future benefits from adopting a more rigorous decision-making framework are 
being discounted by them markedly more, compared with the upfront costs of adoption, than would 
be the case in a more secure institutional context. 
 
The institutional and governance issues identified in preceding paragraphs appear to arise from a 
smaller set of underlying weaknesses in economic accountability of the governments funding and 
administering the regional delivery model for NRM. Three deeper weaknesses of this kind were 
identified: 
 

1. failures by governments to articulate the logic and evidence upon which their 
decisions to invest in the regional delivery model have been based – particularly in 
respect of claims regarding the capacity of the model to leverage greater community 
ownership and self-reliance than government-centred models; 

 
2. lack of government accountability for success or failure of the regional delivery 

model in realising its claimed advantages for building community ownership and 
self-reliance; and 

 
3. lack of government accountability for the performance of the regional delivery 

model in achieving the resource condition outcomes for which the model was 
introduced. 

 
These weaknesses highlight the value of generalising some of the key principles behind the methods 
for regional-level economic accountability that were trialled in the present research, so that they 
may be scaled up for application to higher levels of the natural resource governance system where 
these weaknesses appear to arise. Four scaleable principles of this kind were proposed, as presented 
in the table below. 
 
The second to fourth of the principles follow from the first which is the most general. The focus of 
the first principle is on the cost-effectiveness of the natural resources governance system as a whole 
in achieving societal goals for natural resource condition. To the extent that strengthening the self-
reliance of community-based NRM bodies, communities, groups and individuals is important for 
cost-effective pursuit of society’s goals for resource condition outcomes, this principle requires that 
any organisation be rewarded or punished according, inter alia, to whether its decisions strengthen 
or weaken self-reliance elsewhere in the governance system. Holding an organisation (e.g., 
government agency) to account against this principle should thereby bolster appreciably the 
incentives it faces to muster the strategic courage required to make decisions that strengthen the 
self-reliance of other organisations (e.g., regional NRM bodies) in pursuing society’s NRM goals 
rather than increase their dependence on ongoing external support. 
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 General principles for economic accountability in environmental governance 

1 NRM organisations at all levels, from governments to individual enterprises, should be accountable 
for, and rewarded and/or punished in accordance with, how their policy and investment decisions 
facilitate or obstruct cost-effective pursuit of society’s long term goals for the condition of natural 
resource and environmental systems. 

2 Where accountability against goals for the condition of natural resource systems is presently 
infeasible, NRM organisations should be made accountable, and rewarded and/or punished in 
accordance with, their performance in alleviating informational and other constraints on 
accountability against such goals.  

3 Assessment of the contribution of a particular decision by any organisation towards cost-effective 
pursuit of society’s goals for the condition of natural resource systems should consider the feasibility 
of the objectives of the option chosen given the risks involved in (a) specifying those objectives 
realistically, (b) implementing the decision as planned given the resources likely to be available, and 
(c) ensuring the specified objectives are achieved and maintained given the various socio-economic 
risks that are involved. 

4 Assessment of the contribution of a particular decision by any organisation towards cost-effective 
pursuit of society’s goals for the condition of natural resource systems should consider any 
significant consequences (positive or negative) for ongoing capacities within the overall governance 
system (i.e., within the same organisation, other organisations, communities, groups or individuals) 
to pursue those goals. 

 
 
Aside from institutional and governance challenges faced by regional NRM bodies in striving to 
adopt more rigorous investment decision-making frameworks, there are also cultural challenges 
within these organisations. One such challenge seems to lie in staff with temperaments predisposing 
them to perceive such frameworks as an unproductive use of their time. Previous studies of regional 
NRM bodies have remarked on the dominant desire of many staff in these bodies to ‘get on with the 
job’ of implementing investment strategies and plans that have already been decided. This challenge 
may be reduced over time through staff recruitment strategies that focus more closely on the 
aptitude of potential recruits to the relevant positions for applying more rigorous investment 
decision-making frameworks. 
 
In summary, there is more that could be done with the methods developed in this project (e.g., 
developing web-based versions, and/or embedding the methods in management systems that 
regional NRM bodies are already using) to overcome perceptions by staff of regional NRM 
organisations that they are currently impractical to apply routinely or insufficiently advantageous to 
justify the significant additional effort entailed in their application. However, moves in this 
direction are unlikely by themselves to overcome these perceptions.  
 
A key and essential message from this study is that, regardless of the elegance of the techniques that 
are developed to strengthen economic accountability in community-based collaborative 
environmental governance, substantive advances in this direction are unlikely without significant 
changes to the institutional and governance system within which community-based NRM bodies 
operate. Changes of this kind are needed to create incentives for such bodies (downwards from 
governments, upwards from their constituents, and sideways from other organisations) strong 
enough for them to embrace investment decision-making frameworks that are more rigorous and 
comprehensive than those they currently use. These changes could also motivate the cultural 
changes sometimes required within such bodies for staff to value adoption of more rigorous 
methods of economic accountability as an important use of their time. Such institutional and 
governance changes could also alleviate the time pressures faced by regional, and other community-
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based, NRM bodies in completing their investment planning processes, and help to free up or 
otherwise make available the staff resources needed to make more rigorous and accountable 
decisions in this arena. A number of general principles were proposed above as a starting point for 
the institutional and governance reform needed in this area, although further research is required to 
support translation of these principles to specific contexts.  


