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Introduction

A catchment group is generally a collective of people who share an identification
with a specific geographical area, typically centred around a river or lake
catchment. These groups collaborate to take meaningful actions toward a
common vision. They are formed to pursue long-term goals that promote

a healthy environment - encompassing everything from water quality to
biodiversity - and foster a thriving community.

By developing a shared vision and working together, members of catchment
groups can achieve a significantly greater and faster impact than they would
individually. Benefits of this collaboration include:

» Enhanced returns on individual efforts

» Astronger, unified voice with decision-makers

» Alignment of actions with environmental and community objectives

» Improved access to funding opportunities

» Strengthened community connections and ownership
By fostering teamwork and aligning around common goals, catchment groups
emerge as strong catalysts for positive change. It is essential, from the very

beginning, that these groups serve as safe spaces where individuals feel
empowered to share openly.

This booklet serves as a practical guide for community leaders, landowners and
land managers, and environmentalists keen on establishing and maintaining
successful catchment groups.
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How to establish a catchment group

Step 1: Get Together

The first step in forming a catchment group is to gather people who share an
interest in improving local water quality and biodiversity. Host an informal
meeting at a local venue such as a hall, local school, café or pub, or on-

farm, bringing people together to discuss the value and process of forming a
catchment group. Engage other community members and businesses who might
be interested in joining the group and helping to improve the region’s waterways
and land. Collaborate with iwi from the beginning - there will likely be synergies
between iwi and hapi management plans and your catchment group’s goals.

Step 2: Build Support

Once the decision has been made to establish a catchment group, it’s time
to build momentum. Organise a public meeting. Invite anyone who might be
interested; the more diverse the group’s membership is, the more robust and
impactful the outcomes can be.

If possible, bring in a facilitator with expertise in catchment groups, like
a representative from NZ Landcare Trust or a respected local leader from
a neighbouring catchment group to provide initial guidance and further
information.

Check the NZ Landcare Trust interactive catchment map online to see if there are
neighbouring catchment groups or collectives in your region.

During the meeting, discuss the community’s interest in forming a group and
emphasise the benefits, such as enhanced environmental outcomes and
improved access to funding.
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Step 3: Establish roles

At this point, you can start to establish roles and delegate tasks to create a
structured approach for achieving your goals. Group structures can vary from
informal setups, where members share coordination roles, to formal ones with
assigned roles like treasurer and secretary. In NZ Landcare Trust’s experience,
catchment groups need a driver in the form of chair or project coordinator, even
in an informal structure.

Forming a legal entity, such as an incorporated society or charitable trust, can
facilitate funding applications and member subscriptions.

Should you establish a standalone group or join a Collective?

Check if there is a catchment collective operating in your area. If so, you may be
eligible for support with coordination and funding.

NZ Landcare Trust’s interactive online map has up-to-date information about the
catchment and environment groups operating around New Zealand.

If you find there are smaller catchment groups already operating in the same
region, it may be worth approaching farmer leaders in these surrounding
catchments to form one umbrella organisation (collective) and pooling
resources.

Resources available

For more information, visit www.landcare.org.nz and download the following
guides:

» Choosing the right legal structure for catchment and community groups

» Should our catchment group become an incorporated society?



http://www.landcare.org.nz
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Step 4: Gather information

Gather existing information about your catchment area, including water
monitoring data and community assets. Consider what you already know—this
could include reports from regional councils, water monitoring data, community
assets (schools, halls, tourism), actions already taken, and available skills. The
goal is to compile as much information as possible about your community and
catchment. Appreciate what you have, recognise what you lack, and identify

the gaps you need to fill to reach your vision or goals. Use this information to
brainstorm ways to achieve your vision for the catchment.

Create an initial plan by considering the following points:

» What motivates community members to form a Catchment Group?

» Does the health of the catchment impact more than just those living in it?
» What do you appreciate about your catchment and community?

» What are your short-term and long-term visions?

» What actions can you take or need to take?

» Who can take on specific tasks? Assign responsibilities beyond traditional
committee roles.

» What support do you need, and where can you find it?

Step 4: Define Your Vision and Goals

Develop a shared vision for your catchment area that reflects the community’s
long-term aspirations. This vision should be inclusive and seek broad support.
Set clear, actionable goals that adhere to SMART criteria—specific, measurable,
agreed upon, realistic, and time-bound. Think about your aspirations for the
catchment area over the next five, 10, and 20 years. Remember, catchment
management is a long-term commitment. Aim to secure as much buy-in as
possible to turn this vision into reality. Contact your local NZLT coordinator for
help in facilitating a vision and goals workshop for your group. If a local NZLT
coordinator isn’t available, consider contacting organisations such as Beef and
Lamb NZ for support.
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What Actions Do You Want to Take?

» Identify the actions needed to bridge the gap between your current
situation and the shared vision. Delegate tasks and establish deadlines to
ensure accountability within the group. Again, use the SMART criteria to
help maintain focus and motivation.

Growing Bigger

Forming a catchment collective can significantly enhance your groups efforts.
The strategies we’ve discussed will help you connect with local groups and
explore the exciting potential of creating an umbrella organisation. To begin, visit
the NZ Landcare Trust catchment map on our website. Catchment Collectives
can provide access to larger funding sources, such as MPl Catchment Extension
funding. If there are no existing groups nearby, consider contacting fellow farmer
leaders. You might inspire the formation of new groups in your area.

Telling Your Story

Document achievements through photos and success stories and share this
progress with the community. It will enhance engagement and attract new
members.

Regularly evaluating your group’s progress will help the group stay on track
towards your goals and keep you accountable to the members and the wider
community.
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Catchment management in New Zealand

New Zealand has more than 425,000 kilometres of rivers and streams flowing
through urban and rural areas. River catchments consist of interconnected
elements that direct water into creeks, ponds, wetlands, lakes, and rivers.

This means that whatever impacts a waterway in one area, will have downstream
effects - both positive and negative. Water quality issues cross human-imposed
boundaries. If a creek on your land has problems, chances are your neighbours
will be affected too. While individuals can take steps to improve water quality, a
better approach is to bring everyone living along the creek together to identify
issues and develop collective, and sustainable solutions. This philosophy is at
the core of community catchment management.

New Zealand has a strong history of catchment management, with the first
groups dating back to 1,868 to resolve flooding and water quality issues from
increasing industrialisation. There are now around 1,000 catchment and
community environment groups operating throughout New Zealand, working
to improve waterways and biodiversity. Each catchment has different stressors,
but behind all catchment management efforts, are concerned citizens, eager to
protect and preserve our nation’s waterways.

Collaboration and engagement are essential

Effective catchment management is key to addressing flooding, erosion,

and water quality issues in New Zealand. It requires collaboration among
government agencies, iwi, scientists, industry, Catchment Collectives, and local
communities. When communities take charge, better water quality, biodiversity,
and overall well-being can be the result.

Stakeholders should contribute to a vision for ‘their catchment’ and be invested
in progress and outcomes. While this process can be challenging, the outcomes
foster community connection and ownership over problems and solutions,
leading to environmental, social, and economic benefits.

Celebrating successes highlights significant collaborations among landowners
and land managers, industry, and communities. Key themes include local
ownership of solutions, strategic implementation, collaborative processes,
effective regulation, and well-crafted incentives.
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NZ Landcare Trust in support

Catchment groups in New Zealand have a keen ally in the form of the NZ
Landcare Trust - a national, independent, not-for-profit organisation that strives
towards education and action towards sustainable land use practices and
improved water quality.

Since 1996, NZLT has worked with landowners, land managers, environmental
and community groups, councils and government agencies across the country,
on some of New Zealand’s most at-risk waterways, on a quest for clean healthy
water, profitable farms, and connected communities.

NZLT works with catchment groups at all levels of their journey - from starting
out to refining plans and lasting the long game. It has built up a comprehensive
support network and library of resources across biodiversity, biosecurity,

pest control, riparian margins and wetland restoration to help empower local
communities to create positive change in their environment.
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Local ownership

The role and value of community ownership

Community engagement and local ownership leads to the best outcomes when

all stakeholders participate in planning, designing and implementing solutions

that matter to them. By identifying challenges and designing solutions together,
community members foster a sense of shared responsibility.

Who makes up the community?

The term ‘community’ refers to everyone within a defined area who shares

a common interest. In community-led catchment groups, all individuals
within the catchment boundaries impact or have an interest in the area. The
community may include landowners, land managers, businesses, residents,
local and regional governments, hapu or iwi, trusts, community organisations,
environmental groups, and schools.

Around New Zealand, landowners and land managers comprise a large
proportion of catchment group members. They often manage large tracts of land
and waterways, and their choices regarding fences, riparian zones, livestock,
pastures, and management practices significantly impact the environment.
Landowners and land managers want the best from their land and good quality
freshwater is integral to farming, horticulture, and production.

Of course, rural communities include more than just landowners and land
managers. When it comes to catchment group membership, the broader the
better. Local residents, iwi/hapq, lifestyle block owners, council staff, anglers,
hunters, kayakers, trampers, conservationists, local schools, businesses, and
other land and water users, such as marine farmers or tourism operators, all
bring useful perspectives and skills to catchment groups.

When should the community get involved?

Community ownership starts at the earliest stages of concept development. With
full community participation from the beginning - at the point of identifying
issues — the process of agreeing on solutions becomes much smoother and more
effective. If community members are only involved when it’s time to implement
a solution, it may not reflect true community ownership.
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Achieving community ownership

Local context plays a crucial role in a catchment group’s development and
programme design. Factors such as the history of any issues, the people
involved, the nature of the environment (including underlying geology, soils,
erosion potential etc), the regulatory landscape, and the available resources
all influence how communities collaborate. While each community will have
different dynamics, successful processes often share common traits.

Building Trust and Ownership

Community ownership necessitates the engagement and participation of all
members. It is essential to gain the trust of the catchment community’s residents
- particularly landowners and land managers, who are directly responsible

for change within a rural catchment. When landowners and land managers

can comprehend the issues and brainstorm potential solutions, goodwill can
flourish. This positions landowners and land managers strongly to assume
ownership and engage positively with others.

As soon as feasible, it is crucial to convene the entire community. Listening

to diverse perspectives allows for a comprehensive understanding of the
multifaceted issues at hand. While this process may involve friction, it is often the
friction that ignites meaningful change. The strategies outlined in this guide are
intended to be adaptable; your catchment area is unique, so feel free to modify
the approach to suit your specific context.
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The key stages of achieving community ownership

!

Achievement

Take a break, revisit
other areas of interest.

Spark of fire —

Identified challenge or
community push.
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STAGE WHAT

A challenge
arises

HOW

Somebody or a group/organisation
decides to address an issue.

Often through conflict (diverse
views) on an issue, regulatory
change or policy development;

or could be simply because of a
positive idea.

There may be a lot of passion
around the issue, diverse views and
a degree of tension.

WHO

Anyone

Meeting to
discuss issue and
gain a common
understanding of
views and history

Organise a meeting and promote.
Presentation on the issue from a
community leader.

Record the story and people’s views.
This is a chance to get things out

Farming community
Non-farming community
Iwi

Other affected parties

ofthe issue. into the open. A good independent facilitator
The history that has led to the issue
will need to be aired to allow the
future to unfold. The meeting may
be friction-filled but remember it
takes a spark to start a fire.
Community Invite representatives from all Facilitator and community
meetings to stakeholder groups. representatives from a range of
determine Seek nominations from the stakeholders.
leadership community for their representatives ~ Where sensitivity around industry

on a Management Group that will
manage input into the process. Most
rural communities have a leader
and individuals with specific skills
suited to this Management Group
role.

Support from landowners and
local industry is essential if a rural
project is to deliver real change. In
circumstances of conflict or where
the focus is on the local industry,
landowners and land managers
may feel more comfortable and
gain benefit from peer meetings.
Once they are ready to meet with
the wider community, a skilled
facilitator should be engaged to
ensure open and useful discussion
ensues.

activity exists, initial meetings
involving a facilitator and farming
community only. This is a good
way to build trust within the
farming community.
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STAGE WHAT

Survey to
develop a
‘baseline’ of the
community’s
values, attitudes,
aspirations and
current practice.

HOW

Consider an independent
confidential survey/interview
process to gather both technical and
social information from landowners
and land managers (such as current
attitudes, industry and on-farm
practices, ranking of issues etc).
This can be used as a tool for the
Catchment Management Group

as they implement an effective
pathway to change. It is important
to have a baseline with which

to monitor progress (attitudes/
knowledge, and industry and on-
farm practices) and gauge whether
the project is working.

Note: Individuals are more likely

to give their true core catchment
values if asked directly on their own
or anonymously. In a group setting
they are more likely to say what
they think is expected amongst
peers. Generally, individuals’

core values are very similar and

do include sustainable resource
management. It is also a chance

to go into more detail on current
industry and on-farm practice than
is possible in an open meeting

(due to confidentiality and time
constraints). Gathering this baseline
info is very useful in assisting with
upcoming steps to establish a
collective community vision.

WHO

Social scientist (to design

and conduct survey). If this

is not possible, support from
somebody independent to
conduct this survey and collate
areportin a confidential and
professional manner.

Technical expert/s capable of
accurately assessing the current
state of the environment through
reviewing existing data, and
where needed, collecting further
info or modelling the situation.
Best if an independent expert
but where there is good trust
already, could be regulatory
agency expert such as Regional
or District Council, Beef and
Lamb New Zealand, DairyNZ,
Department of Conservation etc.
Rural community (perhaps wider
stakeholders if there is good
community cohesion already).
Facilitator

Gather
information
on the current
state of the
environment

Ideally this should involve an
independent technical study or
review of existing reports if high
conflict/disagreement exists.

Independent scientist or trusted
local regulatory agency scientist.
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STAGE

WHAT

Technical
presentation on
issue

HOW

Hosted (owned) by community
and, if possible, involving an
independent respected expert.
This event should use plain
language (not jargon) and allow
for a lot of time for questions
(experts ‘on-tap’ not ‘on-top’), and
discussion.

Authoritative group such as

the local Council, followed by a
facilitated open discussion.

As required, there should be

an opportunity for follow-up
discussion.

WHO

Rural community: Potentially
hold a separate meeting with just
the local rural community and
Management Group if sensitive
information needs to be digested
and trust built.

Statutory agencies (Regional
Councils, DOC, Beef and Lamb
New Zealand, DairyNZ)

Wider community: Follow
individual meetings with

public field days to share the
information widely within the
rural community. Also, share
information through newsletters,
publications, social media or
other mechanisms.

Note: gauge comfort levels of
community members before
taking a multi-stakeholder
approach to present technical
information. Landowners and
land managers may feel they
need more information and
practical tools available before
they are fully engaged with the
plan. In this instance, hold off a
wider communication approach
until trust has been built with the
rural stakeholders.

uoijde 10} uejd

Decide on the
community
vision.

Meeting drawing upon community
baseline and scientific info.

Facilitator
Management Group

Research how
this vision can be
achieved

Technical input on realities of
achieving environmental goals and
interventions required. Don’t launch
into what you believe might work
without seeking advanced technical
advice on its true effectiveness.
Don’t just accept current popular
approaches or ‘Best Management
Practices’ until you know these are
practical for your catchment.

Agricultural Scientist
Aquatic Scientist
Facilitator
Management Group
Then share with wider
community
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STAGE

4

WHAT

Develop a group
action plan

HOW

Develop a realistic pathway towards
change.

Keep in mind issues are not
generally about gross negligence
but changing everyday practice
(tougher deeper issues) and this will
take time.

WHO

Facilitator

Management Group

(Either with wider rural
community input or through
the Management Group as
representatives of the wider
farming community).

Support on-farm

Farm environment plans
Incentives/subsidies

Providing subject matter/design
expertise

Field days

Peer support

Publications

Consenting and Compliance
Regulation and supporting policy in
place

Landowners

Land managers

Rural contractors
Management Group
Agricultural Scientists
Facilitator

Council community advisors
Industry advisors (DairyNZz,
Fonterra,

Beef and Lamb New Zealand,
Farm Forestry, MPI On-Farm
Support team and others)
Other practical assistance
e.g. tree planting groups and
programmes.

Environment and recreation
groups

Celebrating
success

Look for opportunities to have fun,
share ideas and celebrate success.
This can be big or small progress.

A good chance to bring in wider
community and showcase the
positive vision and actions
undertaken by the rural
community.
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STAGE

WHAT

Social monitoring

HOW

Repeat survey of the community’s
values, attitudes, aspirations and
current practice.

Look at changes in attitude, values,

vision and on farm practice.

WHO

Social scientist (if possible)
Farming community
Facilitator

Management Group

Environmental
monitoring

Including, but not limited to:
» Long term water quality
» Five-minute bird count
» Rapid Habitat
Assessment

» Wetland Health
Assessment

» Stream Health
Assessment

» eDNA samples?

» Forest Health
Assessment

» Investigative monitoring
where issues are raised.

Professional science from:

» Council scientist/s

» Independent scientist
(if still required
for sensitivity or
complexity of
technical issue
reasons).

Citizen Science from:
» Group
» Community
» individuals

Communications
plan

Continue to implement the actions
derived above while reacting to new

information as a group.

This stage should be progressive
and continual. The more

information that is shared, the more
likely the wider buy-in will increase

and so will success.

Catchment leader
Comms expert
Management group

Extension/
demonstration
events

Share lessons.

Everyone. A key leader may
identify opportunities to do this
with other organisations, such as
NZLT.

Celebrate success

Celebrate success and recognise
achievement.

Everyone. By now the project
should have grown to include all
the community.

JUBWIBAABIYDY

Winding down

When nearing completion of work,
people may want a break - even

if it’s for a short time. From this
can come a new ‘spark of fire’ that
brings a similar or different group
back together to tackle another
challenge!

As identified by the group.
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Key enablers

Key enablers are the factors needed to ensure the process can run smoothly. The
following enablers will help you create a community-led Catchment Group with a
good chance of success.

1. Catchment leaders

2. Independent coordination

3. Technical support

4. Adequate time

5. Communications plan

6. Resourcing

7. Meeting protocols

8. How to get information to others

9. Social events strengthening rural communities

1 Catchment Leadership

The Catchment Leader acts as the ‘community champion’ for a Catchment
Project, driven by a passion for its success and often being one of its founders.
They tend to be a member of the local community who is deeply invested in the
group’s vision and typically take on various roles.

A key trait of a Catchment Leader is their genuine connection to the community,
as they have ‘skin in the game’ rather than being outside staff or paid facilitators.
While this role is often voluntary, more Catchment Leaders are now receiving
compensation for their commitment and effort. Finding a core committee which
have the attributes below can greatly contribute to the success of the group.

Attributes of effective Catchment group Leadership (can be split among various
members).
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» Strong community connections and credibility
» A community-focused mindset

» The ability to unite diverse stakeholders

» Along-term, sustainable vision

» Understanding of policy and technical issues

» Basic project management skills

» Sustained energy and enthusiasm

Identifying a core group of catchment group members who actively support the
catchment leader is key to success.

2 Independent coordination

Many community-owned projects have found that independent coordination

is key to success. When tackling multi-stakeholder environmental issues,
community ownership thrives when a project isn’t tied to a specific agency.
While some projects can be effectively managed by stakeholders, greater success
often comes from having an independent project coordinator.

Key responsibilities of an independent coordinator include:

» Supporting community leaders

» Acting as a neutral intermediary

» Serving as a community sounding board

» Liaising with the media

» Organising independent surveys and meetings

» Facilitating group activities like conflict resolution

» Disseminating technical information

» Organising celebrations and recognising achievements

» Seeking funding and providing progress reports.
Independent coordinators play a vital role in engaging directly with communities
to improve both environmental and social outcomes, while also ensuring the
long-term success of projects. Funding options for these coordinators may
include dividing responsibilities among group members, having catchment
group members contribute to a coordinator’s salary through levies, applying

for national funding, and exploring local funding opportunities, including
partnerships with businesses.
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3 Technical support

Helping everyone understand the current situation, the need for change and
the form this change should take and why, is a crucial step and can’t be done
without good science and data. To achieve a common knowledge base, projects
need:

» High quality baseline science (i.e. the state of the water resources). Search
the Land, Air, Water Aotearoa (LAWA) website to look up the most recent
data in your area.

» Well-founded information on the practical changes needed to achieve
desired targets (once a vision or bottom line has been set)

» Presenting information clearly and at the right time encourages
engagement and fosters discussion. Trusted experts are vital for project
success. To maximise investment in technical research, it should be
presented in an understandable way to the community. It is beneficial if the
community invites the presentation, hosts an independent expert, and can
ask questions.

4 Adequate time

Adequate timing is crucial for achieving community ownership. Many projects
lose momentum due to a lack of long-term support, as most environmental
issues are not quick fixes. It’s essential to accurately represent the time needed
for change. For instance, even if we eliminated all human activity in a catchment
area, groundwater quality reflects decades of management decisions, and
reversing these trends will take a long time.

Communities also need time to absorb information; rushing the process can
undermine self-ownership and lead to poorer outcomes.

Additionally, it’s important to set realistic timeframes for change that consider
available skills and investment realities. For example, there may not be enough
contractors to install water abstraction meters in a short timeframe. Similarly,
low-rate effluent irrigation systems for wet areas might not be financially viable
within a year but could be feasible in three to five years.

Take time to incorporate succession planning in any discussions.
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5 Communications plan

Developing a communications plan is essential. It should outline your vision
and the reasons behind it (the ‘why’), key messages summarising your project
(the ‘what’), how you’ll share your story, such as media engagement (the ‘how’),
responsibilities (the ‘who’ does what), and a clear timeline for your goals (the
‘when’).

While media engagement is just one part of a communications plan, itis a
significant one. Local media may be interested in your project and efforts to
improve water quality. When considering media opportunities, think about

how your story might be perceived. Timing can be tricky; celebrating individual
achievements, like on-farm environmental actions, could undermine community
unity if it suggests a simple fix to a complex issue.

Social media is another valuable channel to explore. Platforms like Facebook,
Instagram, and TikTok can help you reach and engage a virtual community
quickly, but they can be resource-intensive and work best with compelling video
and images, which can be harder to obtain.

6 Resourcing

Adequate funding for community-based catchment groups and projects is
crucial. Most participants will be volunteers, and while external financial support
might seem to undermine community ownership, it remains essential. Engaging
a coordinator and scientists, hosting events, and implementing changes on
farms all necessitate funding.

The issue of who bears the cost can be a contentious topic in environmental
management, often resting on those who benefit. The health of waterways
impacts not just local landowners, but the wider community too, who rely on
these resources for recreation, drinking water, and tourism. Most government
funding for water management projects recognises these multiple beneficiaries
and mandates input from local stakeholders and the community before
providing partnership funding.
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7 Meeting protocols

Building community ownership of an issue is greatly assisted when key meetings
are hosted by the community on their turf. For example, if a regional council
wishes to update a community with water quality monitoring results, it would be
beneficial to seek the support of a community-based catchment group to host
the presentation. This approach promotes a sense of courtesy in recognising

the status of local landowners and tangata whenua. It is also likely to result in

a much higher local interest in the issue and attendance. Under this model, the
community runs the meeting, speaking first, welcoming speakers and inviting
community questioning and discussion. This approach can build trust, goodwill,
two-way learning opportunities and ownership.

8 How to get your information to others

Key meetings are best held within the community rather than in an agency
meeting room. Consider your target audience and how to encourage listening
and open discussion, as this will vary for each community or event. Take into
account the following:

» What time works best for the community? Would a sociable lunch
encourage conversation and attract busy members, or is an evening
meeting more suitable?

» Isthe local hall or marae a good location for sharing information? Consider
community ownership, as well as practical aspects like acoustics, warmth,
and catering.

» What is the best way to present the information - a presentation in the
woolshed or dairy shed followed by a walk on-farm? On-farm field days
promote local ownership, practical understanding, two-way learning, and
opportunities for specific questions.

» Should information be gathered or shared in a group, where the wider
group’s input is beneficial, or is it sensitive and better discussed one-on-
one? Is the landowner comfortable with a visit, or would they prefer a
phone call? Always ask.
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» Establish a private social media group to foster communication and
collaboration within the catchment community. Before members can
join, implement group rules that ensure respectful discussion, privacy,
and adherence to the group’s goals. These guidelines should promote
constructive exchanges and maintain focus on shared objectives,
thereby enhancing the effectiveness of group interactions and
information sharing. This could also facilitate the sharing of uplifting
stories or images that can serve as motivation.

Engagement between communities and organisations is often improved when it
occurs within the organisation’s offices. For example, community leaders can be
invited to meet with the CEO at a convenient time, creating a formal setting that
highlights the importance of the discussion. Additionally, hosting stakeholders at
conferences or award ceremonies outside the usual context can enhance the sense
of occasion and significance, fostering deeper connections and collaboration.

9 Social events strengthening rural communities

Fun and enjoyment are essential for fostering community ownership. A
community-driven project relies on passionate volunteers, and the best

way to encourage involvement and sustained action is to infuse it with fun.
While addressing tough issues might not always be enjoyable, prioritising
opportunities to add joy is crucial. Here are some ideas for incorporating fun:

» Doing a hands-on environmental activity, such as water quality monitoring
to look at fish and bugs, visiting a bush remnant with a botanist, hosting a
trapping workshop.

» Sharing food and drink at a woolshed BBQ and presentation, a catchment-
fare food and wine festival, a meeting at the local café.

» Celebrating success (awards, recognition in local papers, phoning a group
member to tell them they did a good job).

» Hosting day trips (a public field day, a boat trip, school visits).

» Collating a book (mahinga kai recipes, river art/poems, individuals’
reflections on the river).

» Visiting other catchments or regions for inspiration.
» Morning tea discussion groups.

» Hiring a bouncy castle and holding a community potluck dinner with a
keynote speaker.

» Pest control competitions - e.g. the great turkey hunt.
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Being strategic

Thinking first, collaborating next

Thinking strategically and collaborating effectively are vital for linking vision
to outcomes. Being strategic means aligning our efforts with our mandate, the
issues we’re tackling, our insights, desired outcomes, proposed solutions, and
implementation plans. Regular strategic reviews help ensure our programs
succeed through sound strategy.

In catchment management, strategic thinking is invaluable - linking vision,
actions, collective knowledge, desired outcomes, and leadership. Collaborative
planning fosters ownership and partnerships, allowing landowners and land
managers and stakeholders to jointly identify problems and develop catchment
plans.

Creating a strategic framework involves addressing key questions that often
highlight common oversights in rural catchment management in New Zealand.

Questions for strategic thinking

What is your mandate?

Every individual, group, or organisation has a unique role in catchment
management, defined by their mandate. To clarify your role, consider

these questions: Why are you here? How can you contribute? What are your
responsibilities? What policies and governance guide your efforts? The answers
will help define your role and ensure your work aligns with your objectives.

A district council, hapu, or local catchment group may only have the authority
to work on a smaller scale, focusing on local rivers or groups of landowners.
Each small catchment is influenced by its broader physical, social, cultural, and
political environment. The strategic challenge is to engage enough at a higher
level to impact factors affecting local efforts. The size of your issue will dictate
the scale at which you need to operate. Is your problem catchment-wide? This
approach helps you concentrate on critical aspects and estimate long-term
needs for resolution, including partnerships, costs, political alliances, and
regulatory policies.
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What authority do you have?

The answer to this question is vital for defining the scope and approach. Are you,
or the person you represent, authorised to act, or will your role mainly involve
influencing and persuading others? Do you have the necessary legal mandate for
your area of focus? Who else should you collaborate with to ensure success?

What is the problem you are trying to solve?

What is the problem? Be clear and specific about the issue or problem you

are addressing. Is it catchment-wide? This ensures you’re focusing on the

most critical aspect of your issue. It also allows you to calculate what will be
needed long-term to resolve it, including partnerships, costs, political alliances,
regulations, and policies.

Watch for the following common snags:

» Making assumptions: Our initial guesses about what’s happeningin a
catchment might miss the mark. It’s crucial to test these assumptions
to ensure strategic thinking is built on a solid foundation. What is the
real problem? Are you confident in the causes? What scientific and local
knowledge can help clarify the issue? Is the problem definition influenced
by a pre-chosen solution?

» Taking on too many problems: Focusing on an entire catchment or
diverse community often uncovers numerous issues that need addressing.
This can lead to groups taking on too much at once, diluting effectiveness.
Once you tackle priority challenges successfully, it can inspire local
communities to address further issues, recognising the power of collective
action. Keep it simple: the problem selected should align with your priority
and mandate, guiding your engagement.

» Problem avoidance: Avoiding a problem doesn’t solve it. Your real
challenge might feel overwhelming, such as excessive nitrogen leaching
into aquifers - an elusive, complex, and costly issue. Short-term focus on
a smaller problem can be a strategic choice, particularly if it helps build
community relationships for addressing the bigger challenge later. If
that’s the aim, make it clear: “Build productive community relationships
in preparation for tackling the Big Problem”. Concurrently, develop a
deeper strategy for addressing the larger issue, which might involve
local engagement, scientific research, industry alliances, and awareness
programmes.
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What is your desired outcome?

Being clear about your purpose and goals will create a strong logical flow
throughout the strategic thinking process. This may extend beyond mere
problem resolution, helping to find common ground with potential partners. If
you can’t articulate your desired outcome, the purpose of your engagement will
seem vague to everyone involved.

What scale should you work at?

Individuals, groups, and organisations have varying mandates regarding scale.
For instance, a regional council operates across a large area with multiple
catchments. This raises questions about how catchment groups should operate
- should they focus on multiple large catchments, entire catchments, smaller
tributaries, communities of interest, individual farms, or a combination?
Consider what aspects of your programme need adjustment when shifting
scales, as many factors should influence your decision.

Will your scale effectively address your problem? Simple, local issues can often
be solved with straightforward solutions, while larger problems require a more
strategic approach. Engaging your community with immediate actions can
provide quick wins and highlight what you, your group, or organisation can
contribute - be it funding, resources, or expertise.

Gaining community ownership of catchment management programmes is
essential. Consider these points about scale:

1. Landowners and land managers need to see how their individual actions
contribute to the bigger picture. If uncontrolled land development
contributes to sedimentation, they will want that issue addressed
alongside their own efforts.

2. In smaller catchments, where communities are tightly knit, the connection
between farming and environmental impact is clearer, fostering a
stronger sense of ownership. Conversely, in larger areas, landowners may
feel disconnected from the effects of unsustainable practices, making
community ownership more challenging.
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The budget:

Your budget might limit your enthusiasm, but it shouldn’t affect the scale of your
work. It’s possible to operate at a large scale with a small budget by selecting
low-cost yet effective options. Regardless of your scale and budget, strategic
planning will help you target your priorities effectively and efficiently.

Should you consider pilot projects?

Look at your catchment group’s overall strategy and consider if a pilot project
would be valuable. Pilot projects can be a great way to trial or test out an
opportunity before launching full-scale across the catchment. Advantages
include minimal risk, gathering insights to then make data driven decisions,
as well as engaging stakeholders and enhancing community buy-in. It is

often easier to get funding for one-off pilot projects that can then provide the
catchment group with an indication of costs and resources needed for wider-
scale implementation.

What’s your solution and how will you implement it?

If you know your mandate, the problem you are trying to solve, your desired
outcome and the scale you are working at; what’s your solution and how will you
implement it? Design a solution to address the problem at hand. While this may
seem straightforward, catchment management programmes often lack a clear
link between issues and solutions. As with strategic thinking, challenge your
assumptions and seek solutions that deliver specific, measurable improvements.

Your implementation plan should:

» lay out the internal logic of your plan

» describe partners and stakeholders and how they will be involved

» balance planning with action

» describe the approach and methodology

» state the tools and actions and who is responsible for them

» assess the capacity of the implementers and how this can be enhanced
» link the budget to the overall plan

» describe how it will be monitored and reviewed.
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Monitoring and review should answer these questions:

» Did we achieve our desired outcomes?
» Why or why not was it successful?

» Did it make a difference?

» Were our assumptions correct?

» Did we do what we said we’d do?

» Did we target the right issues?

» Did we involve the right people?

» Can we act on these findings to ensure we improve performance and
knowledge?

» Independent review is essential. Fresh eyes see things that those close to a
project may not.

Are you ready?

Whether you’re an individual, group, or organisation looking to support a
catchment group, your effectiveness will determine its success and ability to
achieve desired outcomes. Are you ready? Catchment groups need assistance in
acquiring the right skills, including technical expertise in environmental science,
planning, policy, and community engagement. Key skills like collaborative
management, facilitation, strategic thinking, and conflict resolution are essential
for success.
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Alignment across the silos

Many large organisations face the challenge of coordinating various departments
involved in community and catchment management. This can include iwi liaison
staff, policy experts, planners, engineers, compliance teams, water allocation
personnel, farm liaisons, natural heritage departments with ecologists, invasive
species control units, community coordinators, and fund administrators, among
others. Often, these individuals work in different parts of the organisation, which
can sometimes lead to minimal or ineffective communication.

Before engaging with catchment groups, it’s important to consider how to
ensure a consistent approach and coordinate communication across these
complex organisations. For example:

» Alignment in policy, planning and regulation

v

Integration of understanding and knowledge

» Common purpose

v

Effective communication

v

Consistency in tone.
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Well-designed incentives

Community-led catchment management can reap environmental benefits and
positive outcomes for regions. Central and local governments recognise this
and, along with other partners, aim to promote community involvement by
offering effective support, often through incentives for rural landowners. These
non-regulatory tools may include advice, information, and various funding
initiatives like grants, subsidies, or rates relief. While incentives can foster
community ownership, they can also create inequities if not implemented fairly.
Catchment groups need to assess the incentives on offer carefully to maximise
the effectiveness of these non-regulatory tools.

Types of incentives

Advice and information

1. Agencies provide written information such as in pamphlets, websites or
reports on issues such as:

» specific sustainable farm management techniques (‘how to’ guides on
fencing streams, managing stock, planting trees, or pasture management)
» guides to establish community initiatives and events

» establishing where and how to source funding for sustainable catchment
work

» explaining policy, planning, or regulation.

Although an inexpensive way to share information, it can be seen as remote or
lecturing unless you already have gained local support.

2. Agencies engage face-to-face at the community level. This might include:

» local meetings in halls/kitchens

» field days especially designed to provide practical advice on environmental
farming practices or stock management

» a presence at community events (such as A & P shows, community
days, school fairs and so on) where there will be someone on hand to
answer questions and talk about issues. Face-to-face engagement
is an inexpensive but time-consuming way to show commitment to
local communities. Putting a face to a name and being there to answer
questions, to listen, and to explain are a first step for both sides to learn
about the people who are responsible for catchment management.
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3. Agencies engage one-on-one with landowners and land managers. This
category includes:

» farm visits
» farm plans

» business advice.

One-on-one engagement with landowners and land managers is crucial for
several reasons. Farm visits help build a strong rapport and allow for relaxed
discussions, potentially securing commitment from a catchment champion.
This approach is particularly effective in catchments with weak community ties
or with landowners and land managers who manage critical land and prefer to
avoid larger meetings. Individualised farm planning enhances this engagement,
covering essential aspects of environmental management, including nutrient
and soil conservation, effluent systems, stock movement, biodiversity
protection, pest control, and resource use. The best farm plans are tailored to
each property and integrated with financial planning to ensure they are both
practical and profitable.

Funding

Non-regulatory tools from agencies may include a wide range of financial
incentives including:

» Grants for one-off farm improvements such as creating wetlands
» Subsidies for farm improvements such as fencing and planting riparian
margins

» Financial compensation for retiring land, changing land use or land use
intensity.

Covenants

Land conservation covenants offer a long-term incentive for landowners and
land managers to protect significant areas, ensuring that future ownership
changes won’t jeopardise valuable efforts. While land ownership remains, a legal
framework guides future activities.
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The Queen Elizabeth Il National Trust (QEII) provides ‘Open Space’ covenants to
safeguard land in perpetuity, with each agreement tailored to local conditions.
Landowners can opt to protect entire properties or focus on specific features like
wetlands or forest fragments. These covenants can also incorporate different
management areas, applying stricter conditions to the most sensitive zones. QEII
offers financial assistance for setup costs, surveys, and sometimes fencing.

Maori landowners can access the Nga Whenua Rahui Fund, managed by DOC,
which aims to protect indigenous ecosystems on Maori land while upholding
owners’ rights. Three forms of protection are available.

» Covenanting - long term protection with intergenerational reviews,
sensitive to Maori values in terms of spirituality and tikanga

» Maori Reservations - smaller blocks on Maori land formally protected
under Te Ture Whenua Act 1993

» Physical Protection - contribute to costs of fencing indigenous land to
protect it from stock. Once protection has been implemented the change in
circumstance is noted in the Maori Land Court.
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Frequently asked questions

Catchment management issues are now big, complicated issues of
national importance - how can a rural community do the right thing?

Community ownership involves supporting local ideas and visions, though it
can be challenging for resource management agencies to trust that these align
with existing policies and regulations. However, with the right technical support,
communities excel at developing practical and responsible pathways for
sustainable resource management. It’s crucial to recognise that no community,
landowner, or farmer operates in isolation; local and central governments have
established regulatory boundaries for acceptable environmental outcomes

in catchments. Externally set environmental bottom lines, such as minimum
flows and nutrient caps, enable community ownership. When best practices are
followed, rural communities contribute to defining these nationally significant
outcomes collaboratively. Within this framework, catchment communities can
effectively own the design, implementation, and monitoring of these outcomes.

In some catchments, many farms are corporately owned, with farm
managers or workers who may have limited influence. How does
‘community ownership’ work in this situation?

Firstly, it’s essential to establish clear environmental standards for the
catchment, such as Regional Plan rules, providing clarity for farming businesses
regardless of their ownership. Community ownership can still work in this
instance, as while some farm managers, sharemilkers, or employees may not
control the finances, they are vital in the daily management of the property.
Their decisions - like shifting effluent irrigators or determining grazing practices
- are crucial. Engaging all farm workers is just as important, as involving the
owners.

The community in our local catchment has expressed little interest in
‘owning’ these issues. How do we as agencies help motivate and engage
with them without harming their ownership potential?

It is important the community be given the opportunity to weigh up the
alternatives. Either they own the issue and drive changes themselves, or the
alternatives kick in. Without community ownership, regulators are going to
depend on a higher level of regulation, less flexibility and tighter compliance
enforcement, all leading to an extra level of bureaucracy and cost which most
people want to avoid.
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Try a three-step community engagement process over several public meetings:

1. Theissue is clearly explained (backed by credible science). The regulators
speak about the environmental bottom lines they need to see met and the
expected ramifications if change is not implemented. Allow plenty of time
for questions

2. The community is asked what it wants from its water resources (a visioning
session)

3. The community is asked for ideas on how to address the issue and reach
their goals.

These processes allow the community to begin the ownership process. They are
likely to discover that their wider community shares environmental goals, would
like change, and that they are responsible for implementing this change. They
are also likely to enjoy a sense of power over outcomes and the desire to effect
change.

Farmers don’t want a talk fest or to attend lots of meetings, they want
to see runs on the board and practical support ... is this community
ownership?

Certainly, establishing a catchment group does take time and effort. It may
seem easier to let external parties handle all the research, create guidelines,
facilitate a solution; but without community involvement in the process, this
approach often fails to foster lasting change. When land managers take on a
leadership role, their peers are more likely to want to support the suggested
course of actions. Rural community members are more likely to attend meetings
that discuss relevant issues and are seen as valuable, especially if hosted by the
farming community itself.

Benefits of a community ownership approach include:

» Opportunities for peers to collaborate and share ideas, recognising that
farmers are often innovative problem solvers.

» Diversifying skills and achieving mutual benefits by involving other
stakeholders.

» Long-term support through shared journeys.
» Realising widespread, sustainable change.

» Building social capital and fostering a sense of community.
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» Attracting external funding for independent project support or technical
advice, as working alone makes funding more challenging.

» Collectively establishing a vision and commitment to environmental goals.

» Creating a central point of communication with the farming community.

Landowners and managers must balance the dollar bottom line with
the environmental bottom line. Is this a strong basis for community
ownership of catchment programmes?

Absolutely. There is a national push towards more efficient farming, lowering
emissions, reducing animal health costs, developing more resilient and diverse
pasture, and improving biodiversity on-farm. Catchment group activities fit
perfectly within these practices.

We’ve got strong community ownership over catchment management
and good local engagement but there are a few rogue individuals who
are constantly non-complying and not taking part in local initiatives.
Community ownership doesn’t seem to work in these cases.

Don’t let these individuals undermine the efforts of others. Make contact

and invite them to participate, clearly stating that the responsibility lies with
them. There may be valid personal reasons for their non-compliance, such as
financial strain leading to delayed on-farm upgrades. In such cases, an interim
management plan could help mitigate adverse effects.

We’re now well into our catchment management processes but would like
to bring the community on-board. What should our approach be?

Encouraging community ownership is valuable at any stage and it’s never too
late. Many community-led projects begin with conflict and differing opinions, but
this can often spark meaningful engagement. Even if your group didn’t involve
the community from the start, actively seeking their input further along will earn
the group greater respect and goodwill. .

It sounds good, but it’s all too slow and too hard. We’re in a hurry for
outcomes.

The simplest solution isn’t always the most effective. While achieving ownership
may be complex, it’s essential for long-term management. These environmental
issues require more than quick fixes; taking the time to get it right and building
community support for change is far more important than rushing a timeline.
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