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BRG CMA CAP Adaptive Governance Model

Purpose
The purpose of the adaptive governance model is to enhance delivery of the BRG CMA CAP by 
enabling collaborative action and investment by government, community and industry partners.

Definition
A clear overarching change is taking place in natural resource management all around the world: a 
move towards governance and away from government.

The word governance derives from the Greek verb kubernan which means to steer. It refers to the 
systems of decision-making, capacity building, resource allocation, procedures and practices, as 
compared with government which is one of many instruments to do so.

The adoption of adaptive governance signals a change for BRG CMA to broaden its role and 
become a facilitator, coordinator and enabler of stakeholder and community collaboration to 
advance the outcomes and priorities of the CAP.

Key characteristics of adaptive governance are: participatory decision-making, planning, research 
and modelling; collaborative programs, projects and initiatives; partnerships; and provision of a 
range of backbone systems and support to enable this approach and build capacity across the 
catchment.

The term adaptive also refers to an intentional responsiveness to change, learning, continuous 
improvement and  quality in response to the dynamic and connected nature of the catchment, 
stakeholders, land uses, resources and capacity.

Development Process
This governance model has been developed following three streams of research: an extensive 
literature review; analysis of relevant case studies; and interviews with experts and key 
stakeholders. The complete findings are detailed in the supplementary Adaptive Governance 
Research Paper.

The research findings were in turn analysed to identify areas of fit and alignment with the existing 
BRG CMA governance model to identify:

 the current state of governance systems

 immediate needs for implementation

 priorities for the first phase of work embedding an adaptive approach to catchment 
governance.

Key Changes
The key change for BRG CMA will be an expansion of its current adaptive management practices 
to becoming a regional coordinating body and enabler of collaborative catchment management. 
This reflects a significant shift from centralised regulatory control to facilitation, coordination and 
capacity building.

BRG CMA brings considerable transferable capacity, knowledge and systems from the current 
management practices. At the same time though this is a significant shift in role. Key to its 
successful implementation will be communicating, negotiating, agreeing and collaborating with the 
wide range of government agencies, community and industry stakeholders.

Rationale & Impetus for Change
The NSW Natural Resource Commission's (NRC) new requirements reflect a considerable change 
towards adaptive management of catchments as a resilient, socio-ecological landscape. This 
requires an integrated whole of government and community approach to be taken.
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Both adaptive governance and adaptive management principles are embedded within the new 
CAP. Key principles include:

 responsiveness for a complex, dynamic changing system

 multi-party collaboration

 continuous learning and improvement.

Sitting behind this a mix of global to local drivers necessitating change ~ with an impetus for a 
more flexible, inclusive and learning oriented approach to catchment management including: global 
pressure on biodiversity; greater government commitment to integration of national and state 
policy, strategy and service delivery; significant changes in catchment social-ecological states in 
recent centuries; pressures from production; and land use competition.

Position & Context
The adaptive governance model is for 
the CAP (depicted right). As such it is 
subsidiary to the BRG CMA Board and 
NSW Legislation. The model overlaps 
with other NRM policy such as Caring 
for Our Country and Catchment Action 
NSW.

BRG Governance Roles
With an adaptive approach BRG CMA 
now takes dual governance roles: it's on 
internal governance as well as the 
larger role as a key regional 
coordinating body for collaboration.

This new role is largely performed by 
CMA staff and is distinctly different, though inter-connected, with the traditional governance role 
performed by the Board, General Manager and Regulatory Authorities.

Key functions include:

 establishing an overall shared strategic direction (which is the new CAP)

 enabling collaboration with government, community and industry partners

 integrating policy, modelling and reporting

 research, evaluation and analysis

 regular communications

 coordinating inclusion and engagement with decision-making

 enabling adaptive capacity (funding, knowledge, skills, tools)

 mobilising funding and resources.

Design Principles
The following design principles are central to the governance model:

Collaboration

 enabling linkages, networks, knowledge exchange

 coordination of collective effort

 negotiating goal alignment integration and alignment of priorities, plans and activities as well as 
conflict resolution
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 for shared ownership, responsibilities, resources and accountability

Inclusiveness

 diverse engagement of government, community and industry

 opportunities to participate in decision-making

 working to align and integrate knowledge and understanding from multiple sources and 
stakeholders

Adaptability

 the necessary knowledge and flexibility for resilient socio-ecological landscape and system

 key capabilities include working with change, experimentation, leadership, anticipation and 
management of key socio-ecological drivers, thresholds, threats, opportunities and risks

Learning

 supporting professional development and social learning to increase shared core capabilities 
(detailed above under Adaptability and later in this report)

 systematic reflection on performance (individual, organisational, catchment system)

 incorporation of lessons and improvements into decision-making, programs and practice.

Governance System
The governance system for the Border Rivers-Gwydir Catchment Action Plan includes a mix of 
components.

Components are colour coded to show:

 existing BRG CMA activities (orange)

 new activities for the first phase of implementation (white).

Existing activities will need to be aligned with the adaptive governance approach.

Additional components not shown in the diagram include:

 BRG CMA's Board of Directors

 BRG CMA's regional coordination role

 The full range of government, community and industry stakeholders, groups and networks

 Professional and social learning and development

 Quality and continuous improvement systems.

A key indicator of progress will be movement of components, and an increasing number of 
components, at the higher levels of inclusion and collaboration. New initiatives reflect this change 
in embedding higher levels of inclusion and collaboration.
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Continuum
Collaboration and inclusion are central to effective socio-ecological catchment resilience.

Inclusion refers to levels of:  informing, decision-making, planning, research, evaluation.

 Inform: providing stakeholders with information

 Consult: seeking stakeholder views on priorities set by BRG CMA

 Deliberate: identifying consensus views from a thorough well-informed understanding and 
facilitated discussion

 Shared: joint decision-making where participants directly set priorities (eg. for the BRG CMA 
CAP or for a partners' strategic plan)

Collaboration refers to to programs, projects and initiatives and involves the degree of shared 
ownership, responsibilities, resources and accountability.

 Networking: exchange of information for mutual benefit, requiring little time and trust between 
partners

 Coordination: shaping and aligning activities, reducing duplication

 Cooperation: sharing resources and objectives

 Partnership: building interdependent systems, making equal commitment and formal 
organisational agreements

Each higher level incorporates the lower levels. That is, consultation includes and builds upon 
informing, and so on.

In simple terms each continuum ranges from less to more involved and resource intensive. At the 
same time the potential for greater leveraged value grows in terms of shared understanding, 
capacity, direction, investment and effort.

Components
The position of each component along the two continuum provides a basis to clarify their purpose, 
stakeholder expectations, the required process, time, investment and resources.

Component Description

Board BRG CMA Board of Directors

Committees to 
the Board

ARAG ~ Aboriginal Reference Advisory Group and bridge to Aboriginal authorities, 
organisations and the community-at-large

CRAG ~ Community Reference Advisory Group and bridge to wider community

CGAR ~ Compliance, governance, audit and risk

Quality ~ Responsibility for the implementation and effectiveness of the adaptive 
governance model and includes: quality records and register; quality calendar, MERI 
(measurement, evaluation, reporting and improvement); integration (network analysis, 
stakeholder planning and modelling); knowledge management (Zotero); learning and 
innovation

BRG CMA 
Regional 
Coordination

Key functions include: establishing an overall shared strategic direction (CAP, program 
and project strategies and plans); enabling collaboration with partners and stakeholders; 
integrated socio-ecological data monitoring, analysis and reporting; regular 
communications; coordinating community and stakeholder inclusion and engagement; 
enabling adaptive capacity (funding, knowledge, skills, tools); and mobilising funding and 
resources.
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Component Description

Bridges Bridges are networks, organisations or forums which bring together and connect key 
stakeholders with each other and BRG CMA to enable inclusion and collaboration 
across and throughout the catchment. Bridges provide a meeting place for social 
learning (in the key capabilities detailed below).

A range of agreements can be considered as appropriate to provide clear connectivity 
between each bridge and CMA (such as the partnership currently being developed with 
the Landcare Regional Chairs Network).

Existing Bridges include ~ ARAG, Border Region of Councils, Mungindi Progress 
Association, Gwydir Valley Irrigators Association, NIWAC, Murrays on Barwon, Cross-
Boundary CMAs

New Bridges include ~ CRAG, Landcare

State of the 
Catchment 
Summit

Annual multi-day meeting of key stakeholders (community/social and 
landholder/landmanager/custodian) to understand, assess and identify consensus views 
on social and ecological priorities for the catchment. This would be thoroughly prepared 
with comprehensive background briefings. First day discussions would seek to establish 
a strong shared understanding before a second day of proceedings dedicated to 
identifying consensus views on catchment priorities and actions. These views would 
inform the State of the Catchment Report.

Forums & 
Workshops

The purpose of the various forums and workshops varies. These are more likely to be 
focussed on specific issues, priorities or sub-catchment regions as compared with the 
catchment-wide focus for the State of the Catchment Summit.

Ground Works Current mechanisms utilised by BRG CMA to coordinate and align ground works for the 
CAP including the innovative invasive weeds program, the new Biodiversity Fund 
projects, grants, contracted works, extension and advisory services.

Integration 
Initiatives

Integrated Planning ~ processes with key stakeholders to enable analysis, alignment 
and integration of policy, strategies and plans including their inclusion in planning 
processes, sharing of knowledge and data modelling (detailed further below) as well as 
ongoing communication and information sharing.

Integrated Modelling ~ incorporating data from other land managers (NRM authorities, 
landholders, custodians, etc) to enhance data for the catchment and to provide 
catchment modelled scenarios for stakeholders. Modelled scenarios based upon 
stakeholder plans and priorities are key to increased alignment for collaboration. Healthy 
Waterways (Queensland) could be considered as a technical aid and learning partner for 
this work.

Integrated Reporting (State of the Catchment Report & Reporting System) ~ 
incorporating data from a range of partners, stakeholders, etc. to provide a 
comprehensive, integrated and possibly real-time feedback on the resilience and health 
of the socio-ecological system

The Living 
Classroom

A working demonstration site and model of resilient social-ecological catchment 
management practices and regenerative agriculture, innovation and trials of new land 
management practices, a venue for extension activities, training and meetings as well as 
an educational interpretive centre for the community-at-large and visitors to the region.

Regeneration 
New England

An innovative multi-partner governance system for the long-term restoration of 
landscape-scale biodiversity and connectivity integrated with agricultural productivity and 
industry through capacity building and collaboration.
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Component Description

General 
Informing & 
Networking

Broader communications (Media, Reports, Publications, Awareness Campaigns, 
Educational Materials) to reach the community-at-large and sector-at-large particularly 
with the purpose of raising awareness, upholding transparency and accountability and 
more generally working towards the principle for inclusiveness across the entire socio-
ecological landscape.

Inherent throughout all of the governance system is 
the cyclical adaptation process (depicted right as 
already used in the CMA's MERI strategy). This is 
achieved through monitoring, analysis, reflection and 
learning.

The dysfunction or failure of any one part can cause a 
break in the overall system and cycle. The Quality 
Committee has a key role in ensuring the overall 
effective functioning of the governance system, 
implementation, learning and improvement.

Two streams of learning are required: internal for BRG 
CMA (Board, Committees, Staff) and the wider 
network, particularly with partners and bridging groups 
and networks.

Capacity building in the following core capabilities is 
key for socio-ecological catchment adaptive 
governance: resilience systems thinking; adaptability; systemic approaches including whole-of-
government and whole-of-community; facilitation; agreement negotiation and conflict resolution.

Staged Implementation & Transition
The governance model as detailed represents the first 
significant steps in a potentially much greater journey 
when compared with the fullest possible potential of 
adaptive governance as reflected in the literature.

There are two key constraints in this regard:

1) Legal and regulatory boundaries on the CMA and the 
degree to which it can actually share and distribute 
responsibility, resources and accountability with or to third-party stakeholders; and,

2) Limitations of the evidence base in regards to applied adaptive governance at a catchment-
wide scale. Research methods for such dynamic complex systems are relatively new and 
undeveloped. Further, there are important remaining questions regarding the role of science 
and expertise in more inclusive and potentially politicised decision-making processes.

Implementation firstly requires the review, re-negotiation and alignment of all existing BRG CMA 
policies, programs, projects and initiatives with this new governance model. This is the first 
adaptive learning process and will involve key stakeholders and partners to the degree required.

Particularly key will be embedding the adaptive governance principles and ensuring the position 
and inter-relationship of each part of the system matches the model and is harmonised with each 
other part. Baseline data, targets and performance indicators then need to be established for each. 
More specifically this would include: Board Corporate Governance Charter; Committee Terms of 
Reference; Position Descriptions; the Communications and Engagement and MERI Strategies and 
the various evaluation tools such as surveys; and policies and procedures as relevant.

An adaptive capacity assessment for BRG CMA would provide a very useful baseline and analysis. 
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It could also become a common tool for key partners and bridges as they are formalised in Phase1. 
Establishing the Quality Register, Record System and Calendar at this point provides the basis to 
track changes.

The Phase1  of transition, following the above implementation, involves the staged development of 
the various new components of the governance system as detailed earlier.

First priorities in this regard are the areas already under development and those which involve key 
stakeholders moving towards more formal inclusion or collaboration. These include:

 The Community Reference Advisory Group

 Bridges (eg. Landcare)

 Integrated modelling (Healthy Waterways model)

 State of the Catchment Summit (building upon past successful, conferences, forums and 
workshops).

A comprehensive network and stakeholder mapping and analysis process is required. This would 
segment stakeholders by roles and responsibilities with a view to identifying potential for 
collaboration. It would also identify gaps in BRG CMA's network where other bridges may be 
required to achieve a catchment-wide reach.

Key outcomes from this analysis would include:

 identifying aligned interests in CAP priorities

 those who are most ready, willing and able to collaborate

 ensuring key CAP priorities are covered.

This transition (implementation and phase1 development) is anticipated to require the three-four 
year period leading up to the first major review of the ten-year CAP.
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Risks
The following risks are most relevant to the new governance model:

BRG CMA Capacity ~ ensuring that the required staff and organisational systems, resources, 
time, capacity and change management needs are available and matched with the adaptive 
governance system and implementation. Processes for greater inclusion and collaboration are 
resource intensive and involve complex relationships and dynamics. The Quality Committee is 
particularly key in addressing this risk.

Aligning Expectations ~ ensuring clear expectations and understanding with third-parties in 
regards to their inclusion and collaboration. The change in role for BRG CMA will be the first key 
change in expectation to be communicated and negotiated with stakeholders and partners. The 
continuum are key tools to clearly position and define expectations for each activity. It is particularly 
important to ensure sharing of responsibility and decision-making is matched with the required 
capacity, resources and accountability. Mismatching these could result in BRG CMA being 
accountable for responsibilities which have been shared and are now beyond their control. This 
could also occur if the third parties do not have the required resources and capacity and their 
ability to deliver and be accountable is compromised.

Growing Ownership of the CAP ~ the new CAP has been developed as a shared vision and 
planning tool for the catchment, including integration with NSW Government agencies and policy. 
This is the first iteration of an inclusive planning process. Its success will depend on both 
ownership of the current CAP, collaborative action for implementation and participation in the next 
CAP review.  Partners in current initiatives (such as the invasive weeds project) which are working 
well can play a key role in building confidence and ownership.

Safe to Fail (rather than Fail Safe) ~ recognising the level of innovation and newness of many of 
the initiatives, including the application of adaptive governance itself. With any change there is a 
possibility it may not work, or work as expected. This requires safety mechanisms and agreements 
to be able to review and potentially withdraw from or conclude particularly activities if necessary. 
By contrast, innovations which work can be reviewed, refined and deployed more widely.
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