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Central West region

Capacity to manage  
natural resources

A detailed technical report describes the methods used to derive the information contained in this report. At the time of 
publication of the State of the catchments (SOC) 2010 reports, the technical reports were being prepared for public release. 
When complete, they will be available on the DECCW website: www.environment.nsw.gov.au/publications/reporting.htm.

Note: All data on natural resource condition, pressures and management activity included in this SOC report, as well as 
the technical report, was collected up to January 2009.

State Plan target

There is an increase in the capacity of natural resource managers to contribute to regionally 
relevant natural resource management (NRM).

Background

The capacity to manage natural resources depends on a number of factors, such as the accessibility 
of resources, capability and expertise of natural resource managers and the institutional and policy 
environment in which the managers operate. Such factors are important when assessing capacity 
and identifying what enables and constrains effective NRM. 

A livelihood framework of five capitals (Ellis 2000) provides a framework for understanding 
these factors. National indicators of adaptive capacity (Nelson et al. 2010a, b) lack relevance at a 
community level; as such, they cannot effectively aid in triggering a change in local management 
practices or livelihood activities. 

To ensure regional relevance, a participatory workshop approach was taken with participants 
drawn from pre-existing networks of natural resource managers, where available. 
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In consultation with the Central West Catchment Management Authority (CMA), a workshop was 
held in Dubbo to assess the capacity of land managers to contribute to regionally relevant NRM. 
Participants chose to consider the region as three subregions – Tablelands, Slopes and Plains 
(Figure 1). Twelve people, representative of the entire region, attended the workshop – farmers, 
Central West CMA staff and members of the Livestock Health and Pest Authorities, Landcare and 
various farming groups. All participants were members of the Central West CMA NRM reference 
group.

Map of the catchment

Figure 1  Subregions represented by the workshop 

Assessment

Each participant was asked to identify important indicators of human, social, natural, physical and 
financial capitals that either enabled or constrained NRM in each subregion. Examples of each of 
these indicators are provided in Table 1.
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Capacity to manage natural resources – Central West region

Table 1  Definitions of the capitals

Capital Examples

Human skills, health and education

Social family, community and other social networks and services

Natural productivity of land, water and biological resources

Physical infrastructure, equipment and breeding resources

Financial access to income, savings and credit

Participants then rated each indicator on a scale of 0 to 5, according to the degree to which it 
supported NRM action in their subregion. A score of 0 indicated the support of the NRM was ‘very 
low’ and action was a high priority; a score of 3 indicated support of NRM could be improved 
and monitoring was required; and a score of 5 indicated that NRM support was ‘very high’ and no 
immediate action was necessary. Scores for each indicator were then combined to find an average 
for each capital (Figure 2).

Figure 2 NRM capacity in the Central West region

The combined assessment of each capital resulted in the following:

•	 results for each capital were similar for the Tablelands and Slopes; however, the scores for some 
indicators of natural capital varied markedly. Soil health and biodiversity were seen as supporting 
effective NRM in the Tablelands, but not in the Slopes. Water security was rated low in all 
subregions
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•	 social, human and financial capitals were rated lower in the Plains than in the Tablelands and 
Slopes, but physical and natural capitals were higher. Physical capital was rated significantly 
higher in the Plains subregion due to lower infrastructure requirements

•	 conversely, most social and human indicators were rated very low. This is, in part, due to the 
effects of the extended drought and isolation on the confidence of land managers, and their 
ability to access quality education and health services and develop supportive social networks

•	 of the financial indicators, all subregions rated declining farm profitability as a high priority for 
action. The availability of off-farm employment was seen as supporting NRM in the Tablelands 
and Slopes; however, the lack of similar opportunities on the Plains resulted in a lower rating for 
that subregion.

The group also identified action priorities for nearly all the indicators; these are shown in Table 2. 
Table 3 outlines the pressures on the various condition indicators identified for the region.

Table 2  Action priorities for the Central West region

Indicator Collective action priorities

Human Capital (the skills, health and education that contribute to the capacity to manage 
natural resources)

Resilience and mental 
health

Make mental health services more readily available, particularly in 
the more remote western regions.

Willingness to take risks and 
change

Improve native vegetation policy.

Ageing farm managers See ‘Young people in NRM’ below.

Enthusiasm and optimism Support and establish festivals and other events that generate 
positive sentiments.

Social Capital (the family and community support available, and networks through which 
ideas and opportunities are accessed)

Fear of policy A focus of concern is invasive native scrub policies.

NRM education in schools See ‘Biodiversity’ below. Focus on local issues, not just global issues 
such as climate change. Modernise the agriculture curriculum.

Young people in NRM Many farmers cannot afford to hire people. Improve regional 
services, infrastructure, education and employment necessary to 
improve living standards and attract younger professionals. Support 
regional NRM teachers and/or facilitators to resource NRM education 
and the recruitment of young people into NRM activities across the 
region.
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Volunteering – lead and 
represent and volunteering 
– participation

Pay coordinators appropriately and provide security of employment. 
Increase the recognition and practical support for volunteer leaders, 
including financial support for travel and administration and 
assistance in filling out funding approvals, as well as access to high 
speed internet and IT support. Recognise and support volunteerism. 
Invest in regional NRM coordinators who raise awareness, coordinate 
events and assist volunteers with essential bureaucratic processes 
such as funding applications.

Natural Capital (the productivity of land, water and biological resources from which rural 
livelihoods are derived)

Soil health Focus on reducing soil erosion and increasing soil health, where local 
changes will result in widespread improvements to soil health and 
reductions in soil erosion throughout the entire region. 

Biodiversity Support education through schools and extra-curricular 
organisations to encourage younger people to appreciate and value 
biodiversity.

Water security Increase community awareness, especially in the upper regions of 
the catchment, of the effects of water security throughout the whole 
catchment as a result of actions taken in the upper regions. 

Groundcover Increase education and uptake throughout the region of 
groundcover conservation measures, especially those that 
contribute to increased soil moisture.

Physical Capital (the infrastructure, equipment and breeding improvements to crops and 
livestock that contribute to rural livelihoods)

Low input farming Increase land manager and community group awareness of the 
increasing costs and NRM impacts of high input farming. Most action 
is needed in the Tablelands as the effects of surplus inputs from this 
subregion are felt across the catchment.

Efficient paddock size Education and support (such as government subsidies) to create 
appropriate-sized paddocks to increase farm income and promote 
NRM.

Conservation farming 
equipment

Increase the uptake of conservation farming equipment by 
providing support (such as education and subsidies) to enable 
conservation equipment, appropriate to the relative paddock sizes, 
to be adopted.
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Financial Capital (the level and variability of the different sources of income, savings  and  
credit available to support rural livelihoods)

Farm profitability Various suggestions relating to incentive payments; current funding 
for NRM is oversubscribed throughout the region and should be 
increased. Ecosystem service payments will help.

Off-farm employment Increase support for farm business flexibility through retraining 
opportunities to increase knowledge of income stream 
diversification and a greater social acceptance of ‘non-traditional job’ 
alternatives. Such actions are more likely to be useful in the upper 
subregions, where more opportunities for off-farm employment 
exist.

Off-farm investment Increase education opportunities and social support to highlight 
the importance of diversifying farm businesses and investing off-
farm (where possible, not necessarily during a drought). Financial 
resilience is universally low.

 

Table 3  Condition indicators in the Central West region
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Enthusiasm and 
optimism

↔ Contribute to awareness and management of 
natural resource issues and the willingness, 
cooperation and volunteerism necessary for 
collective action.

Social Capital (the family and community support available, and networks through which 
ideas and opportunities are accessed)

Fear of policy ↓ Policy intervention can reduce commitment to NRM.

NRM education in 
schools

↔ Education in schools is crucial in promoting activity 
focused on awareness, as well as instilling the skills 
necessary to manage natural resources.

Young people in NRM ↑ Involvement of young people is vital for succession 
planning and bringing vibrancy, new ideas and 
willingness to learn and take risks to NRM.

Volunteering – lead and 
represent

↔ Leaders are crucial in facilitating and coordinating 
collective action to improve NRM.

Volunteering – 
participation

↓ Participation in volunteerism underpins collective 
action to improve NRM.

Natural Capital (the productivity of land, water and biological resources from which rural 
livelihoods are derived)

Soil health ↑ Differences in soil health indicate where NRM efforts 
should be focused. 

Biodiversity ↑ Regions with low biodiversity are a priority for NRM, 
as well as regions where agriculture is practiced at a 
relatively high intensity. 

Water security ↔ A high priority for land managers and a necessary 
precursor to NRM. 

Groundcover ? Management demonstrates ability to respond to 
the dynamic natural system and effectively manage 
natural resources. 

Physical Capital (the infrastructure, equipment and breeding improvements to crops and 
livestock that contribute to rural livelihoods)

Low input farming ↓ Adoption of low input farming indicates recognition 
of the impact of farming inputs on the wider 
environment .

Efficient paddock size ↔ Well managed, appropriately-sized paddocks 
enhance pasture management and the protection of 
water courses. 
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Conservation farming 
equipment

↑ Access to specialised equipment is often necessary 
to efficiently integrate improved NRM into farming 
businesses.

Financial Capital (the level and variability of the different sources of income, savings and 
credit available to support rural livelihoods)

Farm profitability
↔ Determines financial resources available for 

investment in NRM. 

Off-farm 
employment

↓ Off-farm investment is a useful indicator of the long-
term success of land management. It indicates an 
ability to diversify the asset base. 

Off-farm investment
↑ Employment off-farm indicates ability to diversify 

income sources and recognise and adapt to difficult 
conditions. 

Condition  Trend    Data confidence 
 

 Very good     ↑ Improving                H High 

 Good    ↔ No change                M Medium 

 Fair     ↓ Declining                L Low 

 Poor     ? Unknown   

 Very poor     

 No data     

 

Management activity

New South Wales government agencies and CMAs are actively involved in building aspects 
of adaptive capacity through numerous programs; such programs include CMA community 
engagement strategies and CMA and NSW agency training in NRM practice change.

State level

State level activities include:

Capacity building

•	 developing a state-wide Aboriginal land and NRM Action Plan ‘Healthy Country – Healthy 
Communities’. This will assist in developing clear policies, principles and tools to improve socio-
economic outcomes for Aboriginal people through enhanced capacity to participate in land 
management and NRM

•	 measuring the increase in the capacity of Aboriginal communities to contribute to regionally 
relevant NRM. This will be guided by the State Government’s Two Ways Together strategy that 
assists in building Aboriginal community resilience

•	 DECCW is facilitating the delivery of enhanced decision-support tools to CMAs for targeting NRM 
actions at both catchment and property levels
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•	 DECCW is augmenting CMAs’ capacity to monitor and report on the condition of natural 
resources, socio-economic outcomes and community capacity by developing a monitoring, 
evaluation and reporting system to track progress against the state-wide NRM targets

•	 coordinating NSW Waterwatch, a national community water quality monitoring network that 
encourages all Australians to become active in protecting their waterways.

Education

•	 Industry & Investment NSW land management and property planning courses. See  
www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/agriculture/profarm/courses.

Regional level

The Central West CMA is undertaking the following activities in relation to the NRM capacity target:

•	 consulting communities on important NRM issues

•	 providing educational opportunities such as workshops and training days

•	 supporting groups and individuals in NRM activities

•	 providing community monitoring programs for all NRM projects eg Kids and Rural Environment, 
Streamwatch

•	 implementing programs to increase knowledge and understanding of Aboriginal cultural 
heritage issues and projects to protect the access of Aboriginal people to culturally significant 
sites

•	 integrating Aboriginal cultural heritage into property management plans.

Local level

A number of local groups are undertaking significant work to contribute to the capacity of natural 
resource managers. These include:

•	 Landcare groups

•	 indigenous groups

•	 local councils

•	 landholders

•	 universities, TAFE and schools.
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