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Abstract 
 
Development is not a new word for the Fitzroy Catchment in the Kimberley region of Western 
Australia. However, it is currently the focus of an enormous level of interest and investment driven 
primarily by the State and Federal Governments development papers, with significant diversity and 
different agendas with respect to pastoral, environmental and indigenous groups.  
 
Rangelands NRM is facilitating opportunities to make the most from these initiatives and ensure the 
programs follow a sustainable pathway that is grounded in best practice environmental stewardship, is 
respectful and inclusive with community, and pursues sustainable and appropriate economic 
developments. History has demonstrated that significant investment alone will not bring about 
sustainable change to the region. Only through an inclusive, triple-bottom-line approach will we see 
lasting positive change that is driven and supported by community.  
 
Our approach is to use a networking  problem solving  coordinated program to assist stakeholders 
along a journey. We bring an openness to discuss the issues, without having the answers or driving 
the direction of discussions. Together, the group is developing a framework and facilitating the 
creation of a body who can navigate environment, social and economic needs. We are using a 
‘collective impact’ strategy to seek shared commitment through understanding of a collective goal 
between participating stakeholders. This encourages the pooling of resources, tasks and objectives 
across multiple stakeholders to change the disposition of a complex system towards resilient, 
sustainable and hopefully flourishing outcomes. 
 
Introduction 
 
The Fitzroy Catchment is remote, with its people, it is a vast and very old and precious landscape. As 
with many communities around the rangelands, many of the people have lived there their entire lives 
and have a deep connection to the land (Cook 2010). The decision makers who drive investment and 
policy tend to live outside the region or if they operate locally, can often be quite transient. According 
to the people who live in the region, this creates a level of disconnect. Investment and policies tend to 
be short term under a political or project life cycle, they can involve big dollars and best intentions; 
however, they are predominantly output driven. Outputs driven by a disconnected and transient 
workforce, resulting in a boom bust cycle of investment.  
 
Too many times we see large investments fall over after a couple of years where environment and 
cultural needs are simply approval tick boxes and community consultation reverts to an information 
transfer process. In these project cycles people or 'the community' are seen as a means to an end 
rather than a key part of the system that needs to be fully understood to make it all work. Words are 
used that seem to acknowledge the importance of engaging with community, however processes 
aren't put in place to properly address it. There are numerous instances of this - projects with their own 
objectives and while everyone is 'consulting' with the community, the community somehow find 
themselves outside of the system.  
 
 



Achieving better outcomes through a co-ordinated approach 

Rangelands NRM believes in a landscape scale approach and works to support people to look after 
their own country by providing opportunities for people to work together – developing networks and 
relationships, sharing knowledge, resources and co-ordinating activity as illustrated in Fig. 1.  
Understanding where people are at is an important first step in this work. With some initiatives, such 
as the Dampier Peninsular Fire Working Group where different groups were brought together to 
resolve an agreed common issue - fire management - we could move straight to a problem solving 
coordinated model to enhance collaboration and discussion as shown below. The network was easily 
defined, we knew who needed to be involved, there were existing relationships (or Rangelands NRM 
was able to bridge relationships) and the problem was easily identified. 

 

 

Fig. 1. Working through and within a 3 Step Framework 

NETWORKING 

The Familiar: 

 1 on 1 – forum. 

 Information sharing. 

 Good understanding of 

projects and organisations. 

 Activity focus. 

 Moving Towards: 

 Listen for common threads. 

 Better understanding of larger 

system. 

 Openness to learn new skills 

and bring in others. 

 Connect people around a 

purpose and build trust.  

PROBLEM SOLVING 

The Familiar: 

 Bring together technical 

expertise and practitioners. 

 Good understanding of issue 

with focus on solution.  

 Moving Towards: 

 Action for change.  

 Good balance of community 

leaders, knowledge brokers.  

 Awareness of larger 

socioecological system. 

 Shift to a shared vision. 

 Build confidence. 

 Solutions and resources will 

come through coordinated 

effort.   

CO-ORDINATED PROGRAM 

The Familiar: 

 Coordinated resources and 

organisations based on 

funders requirements.  

 Organisational capacity 

building.  

 Connections grow between 

organisations involved.  

 Moving Towards: 

 Support provided for many 

organisations to coordinate 

effort. 

 Clear interaction with agenda 

and vision. 

 Activities align with collective 

resources and learnings. 

 The capability of the system is 

the focus to achieve greater 

impacts.    



The Fitzroy Catchment provided a very different challenge.   Not only do we have a mass of externally 
driven activity (Fig. 2), the local groups have very different world views and values and there is 
disconnection and mistrust locally and a disconnection from the decision-making focus in Perth (Hill et 
al. 2005; Preston 2017). 

 

Fig. 2. Snapshot of NRM Stakeholders in the Fitzroy Catchment 2016. (Blue – Non-Govt. 
Organisation, Grey – Pastoral, Orange – Govt, Yellow – Research). 
 
At the end of 2016, Rangelands NRM brought different stakeholders together to highlight the extent of 
what was happening in the Fitzroy Catchment and to explore if they wanted to work together. Then in 
March, we came together again to begin to set some goals. What came through strongly was that 
locals wanted to be more at the centre of these processes and they wanted a local voice. What was 
also evident was that the number of disparate voices and opinions was a challenge not only for 
stakeholders within, but also for new initiatives coming into the area (Preston 2017). 

While often people seek to ‘get around’ the messy ‘people stuff’ to deliver their project or technical 
solution it was very evident that the ‘people stuff’ here was providing some real barriers to progress – 
for everyone.   Ignoring this – and ploughing on regardless – was adding to the tensions and the 
mistrust within the community.  Rangelands NRM saw that without real attention given to the 
complexity of the community/people issues there was no chance that a co-ordinated approach to 
delivery (such as seen on the Dampier Peninsula) would work. While there was pressure from 
stakeholders to get into the ‘doing’ side of things we recognised that moving too quickly was going to 
put us exactly back in the same position as we started. 
 
Fitzroy -  A Complex Space 
 
The tool that really helped me to understand the complexity of the space we had entered into was the 
Cynefin model (Fig. 3). Once people enter the picture you quickly move from simple/complicated 
frameworks to a complex system. The Cynefin Framework has allowed us to understand how to work 
in this space. The learning for Rangelands NRM was really to be comfortable just playing in a complex 
space, to be comfortable with uncertainty and not narrowing in on any one outcome too soon. One of 
the most challenging things around complex systems is there is no one solution, it will continue to 



morph so you continually have to probe-sense-respond to work out what happens next (i.e. if you 
insert one solution it will bring in other issues). You are working towards goals but they might also 
keep moving.  
 

 
 

Fig. 3. Cynefin Model by Dan Snowden showing Complex System relationships (Snowden 2010). 
 
We needed to allow time to engage and build trust, to discuss and articulate the issues, find common 
ground and support emerging leaders for change who were able to understand the larger system. 
 
Working Better Together 
 
Any initiative focused on ways to improve sustainable outcomes goes through a program life cycle 
(Preston 2017). Since there are pre-existing strategies within the Fitzroy Catchment regarding 
sustainability, Rangelands NRM is not re-inventing new project ideas, but examining the current state 
of how these complex social, economic and environmental systems are operating. This involves re-
engagement with stakeholders with an aim to surface issues and possibilities around collective action. 
The intention is to move towards action strategies by finding “experiments” that could be small enough 
so they are safe to fail, and to develop and progress the ideas as the group develops and matures. 
This would involve refining, managing and governing models to sustain a collective impact outcome.   
  
Another key aspect to Rangelands NRM approach was to ensure we received buy in and ownership 
from the policy and decision makers. Through aligning workshops in both Broome and Perth we aimed 
to provide an opportunity to build connection.  
 
Conclusion 
 
At Rangelands NRM, we recognise that a region’s greatest asset is its people. Through facilitating a 
process aimed at working better together in the Fitzroy Catchment we are looking at two outcomes. In 
the short term, Rangelands NRM is providing opportunities for better communication and cooperation 
through facilitating workshops. We are considerate of disparate views and objectives and we are 
aware of the disconnect between policy decision makers and regional communities.  
 
In the longer term, we are working through the 3-step model for the bigger 'sustainable economic 
development' issue with the guidance of 'probe-sense-respond'. We are working in the 'networking' 
phase - ensuring in the first instance that we have a committed group of people, building relationships 
and processes that will be resilient through diverse issues and problems. This group can be a focal 
point for outsiders to come and find out who to talk to, a group that can build a picture of the different 
objectives of projects and what they mean for the region and the people and most importantly a group 
with local ownership. 
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