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How and why governments and stakeholders work together in Australian 
water policy, and how that impacts outcomes 

 
A short, plain English summary of my PhD thesis ‘The metagovernance of Australian water policy: 

practices, rationales and outcomes’ (Eberhard, 2018). 

Introduction  
I have over 20 years’ experience working in water and natural resource management as a scientist and consultant. 
I have been fascinated by the dynamics of policy decisions and the role of ‘collaboration’ (with and between 
stakeholder organisations) in policy decisions. I say ‘collaboration’ because the relationships are much more 
complex than that. A PhD was the opportunity for me to explore questions of how and why governments and 
stakeholders work together in water policy, and how this impacts outcomes. This short document summarises the 
key findings of my thesis.  

Research aim - understanding collaborative governance  
Governance refers to decision-making systems. Pure forms of governance include hierarchies (e.g. governments), 
markets (e.g. corporations) and networks (e.g. civil society organisations). Collaborative governance is an academic 
term that refers to government and non-government actors working together in formal public policy decision-
making. Internationally, collaborative governance is being used more widely, and is consistent with neoliberal 
policy trends towards small government, marketisation, regionalisation, public participation and engagement.  
Collaborative governance is widely promoted as good policy practice for addressing complex and intractable 
problems. The benefits of collaborative governance are said to include sharing knowledge, building trust, reaching 
agreement and commitment, cost efficiency, sharing resources, risks and responsibilities. Yet, in Australia and 
internationally, implementation of collaborative governance is frequently partial (somewhat collaborative, and 
somewhat centralised), and evidence of the benefits of collaborative governance is limited. Collaborative 
approaches can be slow, expensive and unpredictable, dominated by particular interest groups, with unclear 
accountabilities (compared to government policy mandated through the democratic process). Overall, there is a 
lack of critical thinking about what enables or constrains the practice of collaborative governance and the 
outcomes it can achieve.  

Methods 
The aim of my PhD was to understand the practice of collaborative governance by looking at how and why it is 
practiced in Australian water policy, and how it contributes to policy outcomes. I examined 15 years of water 
policy decisions in two case studies: the Queensland Murray Darling Basin (MDB) and the Great Barrier Reef (GBR). 
I studied the structures and processes that governments used to engage stakeholders in policy decisions over that 
time, and how this influenced stakeholder relations and policy decisions. As well as an extensive review of 
documents, I interviewed 48 individuals across government and non-government organisations and networks that 
played key roles in those decisions. Interview data provided a rich historical picture of policy decisions over time, 
the reasoning behind decisions, and what factors were important at the time (e.g. politics, weather events, 
budgets). Using qualitative methods, I explored the complex interplay of decisions and relations for each phase of 
each case study, and then summarised by case, and across the two cases.  

Findings  

How is collaborative governance practiced in Australian water policy? 
Australian governments engage stakeholders in water policy in conventional ways, such as formal stakeholder 
advisory committees, public consultation periods on key documents and consultation with representative bodies. 
Stakeholders influence policy through both formal, and informal pathways such as direct dialogue with policy 
makers and politicians. While governments actively encourage stakeholder engagement, they do not critically 
assess the impact of their practices.  
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Stakeholder organisations and networks respond to a wide range of signals from multiple levels of government, 
and ‘stakeholder engagement’ in any policy arena is just one part of a complex mix of communicative, financial and 
regulatory instruments used by governments to influence stakeholder behaviour. From a stakeholder perspective, 
these signals are often confusing, confounding or contradictory. 
Over the period examined (2000-2016), there was a general trend for greater engagement evident across both 
case studies, driven by statutory requirements for stakeholder consultation and a growing recognition of good 
consultation practice. In both case studies, there were also examples of stakeholder opposition blocking or 
subverting policy reform processes through the use of media and political advocacy.  

How do governments rationalise collaborative governance practice? 
Australian and Queensland governments recognise the benefits of good stakeholder engagement to improve 
policy design and delivery. Governments are, however, highly constrained in the choices they can make. In working 
with stakeholders, governments are also mindful of: 

• the need to ‘get on’ with policy decision-making and implementation in a timely manner; 
• the need to be seen to be achieving successful policy outcomes; 
• wanting to be in control of policy processes and confident of outcomes; and  
• generating political kudos for Ministers and governments.  

Governments are likely to delay stakeholder consultation if policy reforms are likely to have negative impacts on 
some stakeholder groups, and the need to act quickly in times of crisis may preclude stakeholder engagement 
entirely.  
Once a policy agenda is set, unambiguous targets can be effective at driving implementation, but can also prevent 
governments considering alternative pathways to the same objectives (or recognising interdependencies between 
related policy areas). Accountability and risk are major concerns for government. There are political risks in 
supporting stakeholder-led policy initiatives, but this risk can be mitigated if proposals receive cross-sectoral 
support. Major policy decisions always have a strong political overlay.  

How does collaborative governance impact stakeholder relations and policy 
outcomes? 
Stakeholder organisations see collaborative governance as an opportunity to influence policy design and delivery. 
Even stakeholder organisations that oppose proposed policy reforms will engage with policy makers, while at the 
same time advocating to the public through the media and directly to politicians. Collaborative governance relies 
on the capacity of stakeholder organisations, and governments frequently resource (directly or indirectly) the 
participation of key stakeholder groups.  
Different stakeholder groups have distinct interests which they will pursue in collaborative governance processes. 
Stakeholder networks can react collectively as well as individually, and typically peak bodies will coordinate efforts. 
Cross-sectoral networks can emerge at the local level (place-based), and also at the policy level, managing their 
network to increase policy impact. Such networks rely on stakeholder leadership and brokerage skills to grow 
network membership and legitimacy.  
In the GBR case study, a cross-sectoral alliance between Natural Resource Management (NRM) organisations, 
agricultural industry bodies and conservation organisations has been a powerful force in policy design and 
delivery. No equivalent network has formed in the MDB. NRM organisations can be critical brokers of cross-
sectoral collaboration at local, regional and cross-regional scales, yet this capacity has been undermined by 
programmatic changes to NRM programs in recent years.  
Successful collaborative governance can support the sharing of knowledge and interests, grow trust and mutual 
understanding, and contribute capacity and resources to policy outcomes. Such changes are more likely where a 
diverse network of stakeholders work together over time – whereas closely aligned stakeholders are more likely to 
reinforce their existing conceptions and positions. In the MDB, the irrigation industry has successfully dominated 
public policy debate and decisions. Collaborative governance can have negative outcomes, unrealistically raising 
stakeholder expectations, slowing down policy reforms and re-opening debates for which government has no 
appetite.  
Collaborative governance offers different benefits and risks at different stages of the policy cycle. At the issue 
identification stage, stakeholder groups are more likely to be advocating for their groups’ interests, which may 
limit the potential for constructive collaboration. Once policy objectives are set, stakeholder groups are more likely 
to work collaboratively to refine policy design. If stakeholder organisations have a potential role in policy delivery, 
as service delivery agents, then networks can harness additional capacity and resources to policy purpose. If 
stakeholder acceptance and support is necessary for policy reform, credible and legitimate performance measures 
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need to be monitored and reported. This is a significant technical and financial challenge for governments. In the 
MDB, the lack of locally credible monitoring and reporting has undermined stakeholder acceptance of the Basin 
Plan.  
Collaborating with stakeholder networks can bring a range of benefits to policy processes, including: 

• Bringing additional knowledge to policy design that can improve understanding of the issue and 
potentially inform alternative or modified policy solutions; 

• Sharing interests and perspectives can provide a richer picture of the policy issue and greater 
understanding of stakeholder interdependencies; 

• Advising on and facilitating member, sector and community engagement strategies that are more likely to 
be well received, improving acceptance of policy reform;  

• Negotiating delivery roles and acting as an agent in policy implementation, increasing the capacity and 
effectiveness of policy implementation networks; and  

• Contributing, or facilitating the contribution of, local knowledge that enables generic policy solutions to 
be tailored to local conditions (landscapes, farming systems, communities).  

How is the performance of collaborative governance influenced by context? 
Contextual factors are important determinants of collaborative governance outcomes. Governments are more 
likely to commit to expensive and time-consuming stakeholder engagement processes for significant policy issues 
with actionable strategies (such as major water policy reforms). Clear and sustained policy signals (bilateral, 
bipartisan) drive stakeholder acceptance of reform agendas and constructive policy engagement. Policy confusion, 
incoherence, instability and conflict erode the potential for collaborative outcomes.  
This research has highlighted the significant and problematic impact of bilateral relations on the practice and 
performance of water policy governance. In Australia, most major water policy issues (water quantity or quality) 
involve bilateral or multilateral policy efforts. The engagement of multiple layers of government complicates 
governance arrangements, and poorly coordinated policies can have a major impact on outcomes.  Poor policy 
alignment is driven by political and policy cycles, and a long history of mutual disrespect between levels of 
government. Better policy coordination occurs when there is an imperative – driven by Ministerial leadership, 
policy crisis or external scrutiny. Poor bilateral relations are keenly felt by stakeholders with implications for policy 
delivery and impact, as well as stakeholder collaboration.  
Cross-sectoral networks of stakeholder organisations are more likely to contribute to good policy outcomes (than 
networks of like-minded organisations). Individual leadership in stakeholder organisations, government agencies, 
scientists and politicians is a critical factor in network relationships and performance. Trust and an agreed 
knowledge base appear to be important pre-cursors to constructive collaboration. Past relationships strongly 
influence collaboration – highlighting the need for governance efforts to be sustained over time to realise their 
potential.  

What does that tell us about the potential adoption and performance of 
collaborative governance in Australian water resource policy?  
Effective governance can facilitate better policy design and implementation in Australian water policy and 
elsewhere. Collaborative governance is founded on institutional relationships that are built between individuals 
who share, to some degree, a view of what a desirable policy outcome is. Cross-sectoral networks can provide a 
powerful voice in policy reform but are not built overnight.  
Government decisions are driven by political and policy imperatives, and are frequently constrained by time, cost 
and the need to deliver policy outcomes in a timely and predictable manner. Complex policy problems are rarely 
amenable to solution in the election timeframes of governments. Complex policy problems require sustained 
commitment, negotiated solutions and ongoing testing and evaluation of policy outcomes.  
Stakeholder organisations are keen to contribute to shaping policy, albeit driven by their own interests. Cross-
sectoral networks offer greater potential for better policy design and delivery. Once policy objectives are set, 
stakeholder organisations are more likely to collaborate, even if they oppose the proposed policy reforms. Building 
and sustaining the social capital of policy networks requires mature relationships and sustained policy objectives.  
The potential for collaborative advantage to be realised through governance processes is constrained by the 
political and policy imperatives under which governments operate. Poor bilateral policy coordination and 
inconsistent or incoherent policies encourage stakeholder advocacy and gaming, rather than constructive 
collaboration. While governments recognise the potential benefits of collaborative governance for priority policy 
issues, they generally adopt a narrow and utilitarian view, and accountability and risk are major concerns.  
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The role of NRM organisations in brokering cross-sectoral collaboration at catchment and whole-of-basin scales 
can provide foundational social capital for environmental governance networks. NRM organisations have led the 
development of successful collaborations in the GBR and could offer a constructive role in brokering 
environmental watering outcomes in the MDB. Yet changes to national and state NRM programs have reduced the 
capacity of NRM organisations that undermines this potential.  

Significance of this research 
This research developed a novel analytical framework that drew on theory from political and policy sciences as 
well as natural resource management. Th study of two large, longitudinal case studies allowed the evolution of 
policy practices to be examined and generated a substantial dataset. The research contributed to reports and 
advice provided to Queensland and Australian Governments and stakeholder organisations. This research received 
an ‘Outstanding Doctoral Thesis Award’.  

Recommendations  

Recommendations for policy and practice  
1. Sustained and consistent policy signals enable constructive stakeholder engagement in policy design and 
implementation. Rapid changes to policy, inconsistent policies and poor policy coordination are major barriers to 
good policy design and delivery. Short-term political kudos, narrow definitions of success and risk aversion limit 
the potential for stakeholders to contribute to policy solutions and are likely to further delay substantive action on 
complex environmental policy problems.  
2. There are clearly critical interdependencies between water policy, climate and natural resource management 
policy that are not fully acknowledged or explored. NRM organisations can provide value to government as a 
broker of community, industry and environmental interests to provide foundational social capital to address a 
range of environmental and development policy challenges. Australian governments should revisit the role of the 
NRM system and consider the benefits it can provide to governments in facilitating network capacity.  

Recommendations for research  
1. Effective performance measures for collaborative governance remain elusive. While this (and other) research 
has highlighted the potential benefits of collaborative governance, further research is required to understand how 
different policy instruments work in different policy contexts and how performance can be judged.  
2. The political overlay in these high-profile water policy case studies highlights the close relationship and tension 
between political and policy processes, including issues of power and democratic accountability. The potential for 
cross-sectoral networks to help buffer frequent political disruption to enable better environmental policy should 
be explored.    
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Further information 
In condensing a 400-page thesis to four pages a lot of detail is lost – including theory, analysis and the rich detail of 
both case studies. For enthusiasts, my thesis can be downloaded from QUT prints 
https://eprints.qut.edu.au/118143/. I am preparing academic papers and occasional blogs from this and other 
work. My website is http://www.eberhardconsulting.com.au and I can be contacted at  
rachel@eberhardconsulting.com.au. 


