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Abstract 
 
Collaborative governance strives to address complex environmental problems by building 
cooperation and consensus among stakeholders. While there are many successful examples of 
collaborative governance, all too frequently collaborative groups come to an agreement in the 
meeting room only to struggle to bring their plans to fruition. What are the factors that help or 
hinder collaborative governance during implementation? To address this question I examine the 
Hurunui Waiau Zone Committee, an example of government-initiated collaborative governance 
for water management.  This qualitative case study used coding of semi-structured interviews, as 
well as a synthesis of findings from government documents and newspaper articles. The initial 
planning process faced time constraints and lackluster participation by key stakeholders. Despite 
coming to consensus on a plan, the process of codifying that plan into statutes and beginning 
implementation was marred by conflict and venue shopping. This created barriers to 
implementation and brought to the surface shortcomings in the original plan. However, it also 
galvanized participation in the collaborative process which helped to prioritize implementation 
actions that had wide buy-in and create a more inclusive process. While several important parts 
of the plan remain unimplemented, there have been some significant accomplishments related to 
the regulation of water quality and quantity. This case highlights the impact of constraints during 
planning, the importance of prioritizing during implementation, as well as a trade-off between 
inclusivity, timely decision-making, and the legitimacy of the collaborative process. 
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Introduction 
 

An extensive literature has blossomed around collaborative governance for natural resources, 

with studies grounded in a range of theoretical perspectives, geographical settings, and socio-

political contexts (Sabatier et al. 2005). It is little wonder why, governments around the world are 

increasingly turning to collaborative governance arrangements to overcome conflicts, break 

down barriers between agencies, and open more doors for citizen participation in policy making 

(Weber 2013; Weber 2003; Hoornbeek et al. 2013; Kettl 2006; Margerum 2008; Hardy and 

Koontz 2009). One such example is the Canterbury Water Management Strategy (CWMS), a 

collaborative governance arrangement instituted to break gridlock in a decades-long regional 

conflict over water management on the South Island of New Zealand. 

Collaborative governance entails a process where individuals and organizations involved in 

an issue come together in order to deliberate, create a shared vision, and act on it. Collaborative 

governance typically includes a wide range of interdependent stakeholders who make decisions 

by consensus, which helps to bring about plans that have broad agreement and buy-in (Hardy and 

Koontz 2009; Margerum 2008; Weber 2013; Ansell and Gash 2008). The collaborative 

governance literature has clear expectations about what is supposed to occur during the 

implementation phase of the policy process. Policy implementation should be relatively easy and 

smooth given the expected sense of policy ownership among stakeholders, the rules tailored to 

local conditions, the build-up of trust among stakeholders with the expectation of lower 

transaction costs (e.g., strong cooperation, less resistance), and improved monitoring dynamics 
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that help facilitate implementation decisions (Salmon 2007; Weber 2003; Weber 2013; Ostrom 

1990). 

Yet, while there are many studies that focus on the importance to collaborative governance 

success of antecedent conditions (Ostrom 1990), specific institutional design variables (Ansell 

and Gash 2008; Ostrom 1990; Weber 1998), the importance of a particular type of leader (Weber 

1998; Weber and Khademian 2008), and the degree to which social learning occurs (Daniels and 

Walker 2001; Heikkila and Gerlak 2005; Weible and Sabatier 2009), the outcomes of 

collaborative governance without the dynamics that led to those outcomes (Rogers and Weber 

2010; Biddle and Koontz 2014), there has been relatively little emphasis on the factors that 

influence implementation after consensus has been reached. For this essay, implementation is 

defined as actions taken on a collaboratively produced, consensus-based plan that are directly 

tied to achieving the goals set by the consensus plan.        

While there are many studies looking at implementation in the context of natural resource 

policy and many studies examining collaborative governance, there are only a handful focusing 

specifically on the implementation of collaborative governance (Butler, Monroe and McCaffrey 

2015; Monroe and Butler 2015; Albert, Gunton, and Day 2003; Margerum 1999).  Findings from 

this case study will expand and clarify the conclusions of these other studies to help paint a 

clearer picture of collaborative implementation. The need to understand collaborative governance 

implementation dynamics is important because while there are many examples of collaborative 

governance success, many of these “success” stories stumbled during implementation and did 

not produce the promised policy results (Lubell 2004; Margerum 1999). This can be expected as 

implementation can represent a stage that can be even more difficult than initial planning 

because it involves many more decision points regardless of whether it’s in a collaborative 

setting or a more traditional top-down effort (Mandrano and Paulsen 2011). The dynamics that 
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affect implementation outputs are important to understand because they are often used as proxies 

for outcomes, which can be extremely difficult to definitively tie to collaborative governance 

(Koontz and Thomas 2013).   

Given this, my research seeks to answer the following research questions: Does the 

implementation process meet the expectations of collaborative governance theory described 

above? What are the factors that help or hinder the success of collaborative governance after 

consensus? Finally, what are the lessons that can be learned to help strengthen collaborative 

governance implementation theory, while also providing practical advice to the practitioners and 

stakeholders with the responsibility for collaborative implementation? This thesis begins by 

examining themes from the collaborative governance literature and how they relate to 

implementation. Second, I will review the case study methods. Third, I provide background on 

the political challenges that led to the creation of the CWMS. Finally, I will describe the Hurunui 

Waiau catchment, and discuss and analyze CWMS implementation in the Hurunui Waiau after 

consensus was reached on the Zone Implementation Programme (ZIP), the collaborative plan for 

water management. 

In the Hurunui Waiau the collaborative Zone Committee came to consensus on a ZIP in only 

one year, which was their artificially imposed deadline. However despite extensive outreach 

efforts, the Zone Committee struggled with public engagement during the process of developing 

the ZIP, which undermined the level of inclusivity in the process. Venue shopping and conflict 

broke out when the bureaucratic arm of Environment Canterbury, the regional government, 

moved to translate the ZIP into statutes and embark on implementation. However, this spurred 

many stakeholders to turn to collaborative Zone Committee meetings to address these unresolved 

issues and prioritize aspects of implementation that were not contested, paradoxically increasing 

the level of inclusivity in the process. While, as of this writing, not all of the challenges were 
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resolved, there were some key accomplishments that were realized through negotiations and 

deliberation in the Zone Committee well after consensus on the original ZIP was reached. This 

case has many implications for the collaborative governance literature as well as lessons for 

managers trying to move collaborative efforts from planning to action. 

Literature Review 
 

The collaborative governance literature provides a range of factors that influence 

implementation success (or failure), including: (1) Having enough time for implementation and 

material resources such as funding can help enable taking action; (2)Institutional variables such 

as level of inclusivity, rules for making a decision, social norms, as well as the institutional 

context, all can have a substantial impact on what is planned and what kinds of activities are 

prioritized; (3) Collaborative leaders who are trusted and committed to the collaborative process 

can help to facilitate an inclusive process and social norms that promote effective deliberation. 

All of these factors affect the plan itself, which can effectively (or ineffectively) guide 

implementation. The following section gives an overview of these dynamics and how they 

impact implementation in particular. 

Resources 
 

The availability of time and money can influence collaborative success, particularly at the 

implementation stage. Steady funding can allow groups to plan for longer time horizons without 

worrying if the plan will be funded into full fruition (Heikkala and Gerlak 2005). Unsurprisingly, 

more high levels of grant money are positively correlated with the completion of watershed 

restoration projects (Leach and Sabatier 2005). Often, government institutions are the ones who 

bring financial resources to the table (Hardy 2010).  An analysis of grants from the Oregon Water 
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Enhancement Board, a government entity that funds watershed partnerships, found that funding 

for education and outreach were tied with measured improvements in water quality (Scott 2015). 

Time is an obvious but easy to overlook factor that impacts implementation. Longer 

periods of time provides more opportunities for taking action on a plan. Perceived success for 

watershed partnerships was found to peak around four years after their formation (Leach et al. 

2002; see also Weber 2012).  The amount of time needed can be tied to the scope of the problem. 

Larger scale and policy level collaboratives need more time than more localized efforts because 

it takes longer to translate and share knowledge across the stakeholders (Robinson et al. 2011).  

However, long time frames can undermine the level of inclusivity because some stakeholders 

may have more ability to continuously participate than others (Ansell and Gash 2008). 

Institutional Variables 
 

While many institutions are formal rules and policies that make up organizations, social 

norms can act as informal institutions that help to encourage certain kinds of behavior (Ostrom 

1990). The formal institutional structure of the collaborative group, which can be observed 

through who is participating and what rules they use to make decisions, can impact both the 

plans that come out of the group and the actions that are taken. Social norms are also important 

for cultivating productive dialogue that builds bridges across different perspectives. 

Collaborative leaders can play and important role in facilitating productive norms within the 

group. The institutional context, including the role of government and other policy venues, often 

shape accomplishments. Additionally, qualities of the collaborative plan itself, described in the 

collaborative governance literature as an “intermediate output”, can help lead implementation 

action. 

Institutional Structure of the collaborative group 
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Once the group is formed, who ends up at the table is an influential factor. A key 

characteristic of collaborative governance is the inclusion of a range of important stakeholders in 

deliberation and decision-making. Having an inclusive collaborative process not only means 

having the perspectives of all important stakeholders at the table, but also having a transparent 

process that can easily be followed and attended by the wider community. Inclusive membership 

increases the democratic legitimacy of the group and brings in a more robust range of 

information about the issue to the table (Weber 2003). It is important that there is adequate public 

participation throughout the process because implementation can reveal issues that were not 

apparent during the planning stage (Margerum 1999). Conversely, the literature also suggests 

that while including as wide a range of stakeholders as possible is important, having too many 

participants can significantly impede the process (Ansell and Gash 2008). 

Stakeholders often include representatives from governments, nonprofits, and the private 

sector, as well as interested citizens (Imperial 1999; Koontz and Johnson 2004).  The variety of 

stakeholders who are participating in a collaborative influences what is planned and prioritized. 

Whether that spread is government-centered, citizen centered or mixed has a substantial impact 

on what kinds of activities get focused on. For example, collaborative groups with mostly non-

governmental participants tend to focus on pressuring government for policy change (Koontz and 

Johnson 2004). Additionally, government participants often bring with them disproportionate 

influence over planning (Hardy and Koontz 2009).  Stability of membership is another important 

factor because integrating new members take time and energy. This is important because often 

the intensity of the collaborative process can produce burnout and high staff turnover (Albert, 

Gunton, and Day 2003; Margerum 2011). 

Decision rules, or the way decisions are made, are important for collaborative governance. 

Well-defined decision-rules  keep the collaborative running smoothly, and rules that reach for 
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consensus are a central characteristic of collaborative governance (Ansell and Gash 2008; 

Ostrom 1990). Additionally, making final decisions binding gives stakeholders confidence that 

other stakeholders will come through on agreements and only agree to plans they are willing and 

able to implement (Weber 2013). While rules and decisions of collaboratives need to be fixed 

enough to give members a level of regulatory certainly, they need to be flexible enough to adapt 

to changing situations, especially in larger scale situations with uncertain environments 

(Robinson et al. 2011). When it comes to implementation, consensus decision rules can be a 

double edged sword. On the one hand, ongoing deliberation is necessary for overcoming road 

bumps while maintaining wide support for the plan (Joseph, Gunton, and Day 2007). On the 

other hand, the time-intensity of the deliberation towards consensus may slow down progress and 

may represent too much of a commitment from certain organizations (Margerum 1999). 

Additionally, while rules and decisions of collaboratives need to be fixed enough to give 

members a level of regulatory certainly, they need to be flexible enough to adapt to changing 

situations, especially in larger scale situations with uncertain environments (Robinson et al. 

2011). 

Social norms within the collaborative 
 

Social norms within the collaborative can act as informal institutions that guide behavior. The 

perspectives and ideas held by participants about collaborative governance and the  policy can 

have a tremendous impact on outcomes.  In the case of the Blackfoot collaborative in Montana, 

there were poor antecedent conditions and weak incentives for cooperation, yet the group 

succeeded. The group built shared norms, ultimately building a plan and implementing extensive 

educational outreach and changes in land use that resulted in measurable improvements (Weber 

2009). Conversely, if participants hold unhelpful views of the collaborative, such as the 

perspective that it can be used to shut out certain interests, it can prevent consensus from being 



	 8	

reached and sabotage planning. For example, there are groups who see watershed partnerships as 

a way to wrestle control away from the Federal Government (Singleton 2009; Margerum 2008). 

Furthermore, participants hanging on to defending incompatible visions rather than building 

mutually acceptable ones not only prevents reaching consensus but the development of trust and 

sharing of information (Margerum 2008; Ansell and Gash 2008). 

 Trust is an important variable that shapes the ideas that stakeholders have about each other 

and the collaborative process. Unsurprisingly, trust and credible commitment (being trustworthy) 

are other themes connected to collaborative success (Leach and Pelkey 2001; Margerum 2011; 

Weber 2013). Trust is “knowing that one’s fellow stakeholders are likely to negotiate honestly, 

are worthy of respect, and are sufficiently honorable and competent to keep any promises they 

make” (Leach and Sabatier 2005, p. 234). High levels of initial trust reduce the chances of 

miscommunication and transaction costs related to building trust, and encourages participants to 

share information (Weber 2013). Greater trust can push participants to put more effort into 

implementation (Margerum 2011). Commitment needs to come from not only the individual 

participating in the deliberation but from the group or organization they are trying to represent 

(Margerum 1999). 

Despite these reasons why trust should be an important factor for collaborative processes, 

there is evidence that trust could be unimportant or even  an output of implementation success. 

Watershed partnerships that were formed in response to a crisis, such as flooding, were able to 

succeed in implementation despite high levels of distrust because of the urgent need for action 

(Leach and Sabatier 2005). In a study examining watershed partnership, Leach and Sabatier 

found that trust is positively correlated with implementation in partnerships older than 36 months 

while negatively associated with implementation success in younger partnerships (2005). They 

suggests that high levels of trust prior to implementation could create a halo effect, where the 
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stakeholders overestimate the impact of their collaborative (Leach and Sabatier 2005). One 

survey in the Murray-Darling basin in Australia suggests that where trust is directed can 

significantly change how it factors into implementation. It found that trust in the collaborative 

institution itself, trust that the plan would be implemented on schedule, and trust in people in 

general, were all strongly positively correlated with a farmer’s intention to comply with the 

collaborative plan. However, trust in other stakeholders was found to be negatively correlated 

(and significant at a p< 0.01 level) with intention to comply, suggesting that strong trust in the 

commitment of others may encourage free riding (Marshall 2004). 

Institutional Context 
 

 The institutional environment of the collaborative effort has a tremendous influence on its 

ability to be successful. Governments can aid collaborative governance arrangements on a 

number of levels:  they can synchronize their own policies with collaborative efforts, turn to 

collaborative groups for policy decision-making, or in the very least recognized the autonomy of 

collaborative groups and give them room to work (Weber, Stevenson, and Giordono 2016). In 

their survey of stakeholders in a major collaborative planning effort in British Columbia, Albert, 

Gunton and Day (2003) found that strong commitment from officials came second only to clear 

objectives as most important factor for successful implementation . On the other hand 

government administrations that are inflexible and unwilling share authority can significantly 

impede implementation (Ananda and Proctor 2004; Singleton 2002). Government mandates that 

require collaboration can contribute to both increased stakeholder participation in and public 

scrutiny of collaborative processes (Monroe and Butler 2015). In fact, Monroe and Butler 

suggest that government mandated collaboration may be a “different mode of governance” than 

grassroots-initiated collaboration because of the dual impacts of increased public scrutiny and 

government requirements (2015, p. 3).   
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Often there are multiple policy venues, institutions that have the authority to make 

authoritative decisions and can affect a policy-making.  For collaborative governance this can 

undermine collaborative efforts because it creates opportunities for stakeholders to venue shop, 

or strategically seek out venues they have most advantage in (Weible 2006). Ability to venue 

shop if negotiations in collaborative governance don’t go your way can be a significant hurdle to 

good faith negotiation and increase power imbalances among stakeholders (Ansell and Gash 

2008). Political pressures in other policy venues can determine which collaborative projects get 

funded, significantly undermining the original consensus-oriented vision (Lubell and Lippert 

2011; Mandarano and Paulsen 2011). This danger is reduced when stakeholders are 

interdependent (no one group can effectively act unilaterally), participation in the collaborative is 

encouraged and political venue shopping is discouraged (Hardy and Koontz 2009). 

The ecology of games framework examines the effect of stakeholders pursuing their goals in 

multiple policy venues within a geographically-defined policy arena (Lubell 2013). 

Collaborative institutions can positively influence decision-making in other policy venues by 

improving the integration of information, building social capital, reducing conflict, and soliciting 

outside funding unavailable to other venues. In “Collaborative Institutions in an Ecology of 

Games” the authors suggest that collaborative institutions can negatively impact decision-making 

in other policy venues in a number of ways (Lubell, Henry, and McCoy 2010). Collaborative 

institutions can increase transaction costs by adding another venue, and therefore complexity, to 

a policy arena. Participating in multiple policy venues can strain stakeholder resources. This may 

prompt stakeholders to self-select into preferred venues at the expense of potential cooperation in 

other institutions. Alternatively, this leads to stakeholders   ineffectively participating across 

multiple venues. Furthermore, collaborative institutions can create “symbolic policy” which 

creates an “emotion-satisfying symbol” that doesn’t address the under-lying problem (Lubell, 
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Henry, and McCoy 2010 p. 291; Lubell 2004). Through these factors collaborative governance 

institutions can interact with other policy venues to reduce the effectiveness of policy-making 

overall. 

On the other hand, a supportive institutional environment can push collaborative groups to 

succeed. For example, the Fire Learning Network, a community of practice that links locally 

based collaborative efforts to reduce fire risk, brings together representatives from different 

landscapes for sharing strategies and lessons about better fire management (Goldstein and Butler 

2010). Nesting local collaborative groups into regional collaboratives can help strengthen local 

efforts by helping groups to pool resources, bringing regional and national interests to the table 

for groups that included disproportional local membership, and reduce transaction costs 

(Margerum 2007). 

The ability of collaborative participants to represent important interests is also key. When a 

person is participating in a collaborative to what extent do they have discretion to represent their 

organization? The ambiguity of individuals who are simultaneously participants in a 

collaborative and representatives of different groups can add confusion and time to deliberation 

(Huxham 2000). Individuals without clear mandates from their organization can have reduced 

capacity to come through on their commitments outlined in the collaborative plan (Weber 2013). 

This has been called the  “two-table” problem because individuals have to go back and forth 

between getting consent from the group they are representing and building consensus (Margerum 

et al. 2011). 

When stakeholders have a strong connection to the place the collaborative effort is rooted in 

it increases the credibility of their commitment to the plan (Weber 2013). Strong ties in the 

community is a major factor why many watershed partnerships, despite lack of formal authority, 

can inspire widespread land use changes voluntarily (Hardy 2010). Furthermore, for participants 
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in collaboratives to consider themselves representative of certain values and interests they must 

have a strong connection to and understanding of what they are trying to represent (Margerum 

1999). Collaboratives can boost their connection to the community by doing extensive non-

confrontational public outreach about what they are doing and encouraging wide participation 

and feedback (Weber 2013; Margerum 1999). 

Leadership 
 

Given the importance of ideas on collaboration, the impact of leaders who can cultivate 

productive, consensus-oriented ideas and norms among participants can be crucial. In the 

Blackfoot example discussed above leaders from different sides were playing important roles in 

cultivating the kinds of perspectives and ideas that led to fruitful collaboration (Weber 2009).  

Strong leadership was also found to be a key factor in the success of the Dungeness River 

watershed partnership in Washington State (Singleton 2009). 

Leaders must have the capabilities to facilitate a consensus based process, which requires 

different skills than traditional top down management. Collaborative leaders can help actively 

mitigate potential issues, like correcting power imbalances by bringing more voices into the fold 

and facilitating trust building (Ansell and Gash 2008). Collaborative leaders need to be 

committed to the collaborative process, dedicated the finding common ground, and be trusted by 

the other stakeholders to understand their perspectives (Weber 2013).  Leadership skills needed 

during the implementation phase may be different than the planning phase as they may need to 

spend more time building and maintaining networks with outside people and organizations that 

are needed for action rather than spending time building consensus within the collaborative 

(Margerum 2011).  Furthermore, there can be multiple collaborative leaders and they are not 

necessarily in found in formal positions of power within the collaborative (Weber and 

Khademian 2008). 
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Mission and Plans 
 

In the collaborative governance literature clear missions and plans are considered 

intermediate outputs (Biddle and Koontz 2014). While not directly affecting on the ground 

change, the development of a clear mission and plan can be an important intermediary step, not 

just for collaborative governance but for implementing policy in general (Wilson 1989).  In fact, 

setting specific goals are so key for implementing collaborative governance that one article 

argues that they can serve as proxies for environmental outcomes (Biddle and Koontz 2014). 

Collaborative institutions can produce plans that utilize high quality scientific information 

and a wide variety of sources of knowledge from different perspectives and disciplines 

(including local knowledge) (Weber 2015; Margerum 2011). More deliberation and intensive 

participation encourages better assimilation of information and perspectives into planning, which 

can make the plans more feasible (Weber 2003; Margerum 2011). Collaborative governance, by 

increasing stakeholder participation, allows for a wider range of knowledge to be pulled into the 

decision making process (Ostrom 1990; Hardy and Koontz 2009). While it may be difficult 

building a common understanding when there are wide disparities in perspectives and 

information being brought to the table, going through this process can result in more robust plans 

than plans that incorporate a more limited range of information (Weber 2013).  Collaborative 

venues for deliberation can act as a “boundary organization”, providing paths for communication 

between stakeholders, policy-makers, and scientists (Cash et al. 2003 p. 8089).  This can help 

mobilize information that is perceived as salient, credible, and legitimate (Cash et al. 2003). 

In contrast, there are some incentives in collaborative governance that may contribute to 

plans that are insufficient for guiding implementation. Collaborative emphasis on consensus can 

lead to plans that are vague enough for everyone to agree to but not specific enough. In these 
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situations the plans function more as a shared wish list than goals with realistic steps mapped 

towards achievement (Margerum 2011; Margerum 1999).  For one effort to collaboratively 

manage water on a large scale in the San Francisco bay,vagueness in mission and frequent 

changes in government guidelines frustrated planning and implementation alike (Lubell and 

Lippert 2011). Additionally, with plans were there are multiple goals being pursued at the same 

time, a lack of clear prioritization can add further confusion (Margerum 1999). 

While coming to consensus on the destination and a road map  is important, it is also 

important that stakeholders have a mechanism for ongoing adaptation and adjustment. 

Additionally, the process of sharing and integrating information should not to stop after a plan is 

finalized. A cautionary case is that of the Goulburn-Broken Catchment in Australia, a 

collaborative effort that tried to manage the threat of rising salinity in the water table failed 

because they systematically ignored critical feedback about environmental changes happening in 

the area (Olsson et al. 2006). It can be a problem if after the big lift of establishing consensus 

participants feel that the process is done, when implementation also requires further deliberation 

as issues arise (Margerum 2011). Butler, Monroe, and McCaffrey (2015) found that ongoing 

prioritization in particular was viewed not only as part of planning, but as an iterative process 

that was essential for ongoing implementation of the Collaborative Forest Landscape Restoration 

Program, a government-mandated collaborative forest management program in the US. 

In this literature review I summarized a variety of variables, such as resources, formal and 

informal institutions, leadership, and plans, which shape implementation in collaborative 

governance. In the following sections I will analyze implementation in the Hurunui Waiau Zone 

in the context of this theory, and discuss implications for the collaborative governance literature 

and for practitioners. 
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Methods 
 

This study utilized the case study method to address the research questions (Yin 2013). 

Meeting minutes were reviewed, as well as newspaper articles, and documents from 

Environment Canterbury about progress in the Hurunui Waiau Zone. Additionally, I reviewed 

previous social research done in the context of the Canterbury Water Management Strategy and 

the Hurunui Waiau Zone (Weber 2015; Duncan 2014; Kirk 2015, Memon and Weber 2010).  

Together, this helped to build an understanding of the primary issues and how major events 

played out over time. Meeting attendance listed on the minutes was used to identify key 

stakeholders to contact for interviews and to understand how stakeholder attendance changed 

over time. Additional stakeholders selected for interviews were identified through consultation 

with regional water policy experts. 

In February 2016 I conducted 18 interviews with key stakeholders and Environment 

Canterbury officials. These stakeholders were purposefully sampled to include present and 

former Zone Committee members and those who frequently attended Zone Committee meetings 

to ensure a range of stakeholders and viewpoints were included. Interviewees from Environment 

Canterbury included professionals involved in planning, compliance, hydrology, and meeting 

facilitation in the Hurunui Waiau Zone. Stakeholders interviewed included individuals involved 

in dairy farming, dryland farming, major irrigation companies, Ngai Tahu Rūnanga, Ngai Tahu 

Properties (the commercial branch of Ngai Tahu), as well as environmental advocates.  The 

interviews ranged from 35 minutes to 2 hours, lasting an average of 1 hour and 10 minutes. 

Seventeen of the interviews were conducted in-person, and one was conducted over the phone.   

The interviews were semi-structured. Interviewees were asked about how they became 

involved in the CWMS implementation process for their Zone, how successful they thought 

implementation of the plan was and why, about challenges and strategies for addressing those 
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challenges, as well as how the collaborative effort had changed over time. The interviews were 

then transcribed and coded in the qualitative analysis software NVIVO. The initial codes were 

developed through factors commonly identified in the collaborative governance literature as 

contributors to success and/or failure of collaborative governance. Additional codes were added 

through iterative rounds of coding as addition factors that contributed to implementation 

outcomes were identified. 

Case background 
 

In order to understand the events that unfolded after consensus on the Hurunui Waiau ZIP 

was reached, it is important to review the events that led up to the CWMS. This section provides 

a short review of the political history of the CWMS and the Hurunui Waiau Zone. 

The Canterbury Water Management Strategy (CMWS) 
 

New Zealand’s Resource Management Act (RMA) was passed in 1991. The law sets 

national-level standards for fresh water (through National Policy Statements), but leaves 

planning and implementation of those standards to Regional Councils. This was passed during an 

era of sweeping New Public Management reform in the country and increasing emphasis on 

outcomes rather than process in policy-making (Kirk 2015). The RMA has been widely criticized 

for aggravating rather than relieving natural resource conflicts because of its ambiguous mandate 

for “sustainable development”. This ambiguity allows for key natural resource decisions to be 

easily challenged in the courts by stakeholder groups with conflicting definitions of what 

sustainable development means (Kirk 2015). As a result, water policy took years to get settled by 

tying up those decisions within the judicial system (Memon, Duncan, & Spicer 2012, Weber 

2015, Kirk 2015). The RMA also gave the power to regional councils to issue (or deny) 

“consents”, which are legal permission to undertake an activity that might affect the 
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environment, and the approval of consents is guided by statutory regional and district plans 

(Ministry for the Environment 2015). 

Between 1992 and 2003 there was a 90 percent increase in irrigated land in New Zealand, 

compared to nine percent average growth for other OECD countries in the same period (OECD 

2008). Much of this growth was in the Canterbury region, which contains 70 percent of the 

country’s irrigated land. Canterbury is a mostly rural agricultural region with a landscape 

characterized by dairy and dryland farming as well as winding rivers, unique ecosystems, and 

highlands (mountains) to the west. Water conflict has grown in step with growing demand for 

water from intensified agriculture, particularly irrigated dairy farms (Jenkins and Henley 2013). 

There were high levels of mistrust and misunderstanding not only between stakeholders, but 

between different government agencies with shared responsibilities for managing the region’s 

water (Lennox, Proctor, and Russell 2011). Protracted legal conflict and policy gridlock became 

the norm as different interests fought over water allocation and even over basic assumptions 

about the complex hydrogeology of the water basin, (Memon and Weber 2010). 

The predecessor of CWMS was the Canterbury Water Management Study, a long term study 

initiated in the early 2000s after a particularly severe drought in the late 1990s. The study 

involved the Canterbury Mayoral Forum, Environment Canterbury, and others who sought to 

understand available resources for meeting increasing demand for water while also addressing 

the water quality consequences of intensifying agriculture. While this study was ongoing, water 

policy in Canterbury was at an unprecedented impasse as the draft regional plan for water failed 

to get past the initial planning stages with Environment Canterbury processing hundreds of 

submissions for plan changes (Kirk 2015). 

During this time the proposal for CWMS was formalized after extensive outreach with 

environmental interests, farming interests and the general public about how different water 
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management goals should be prioritized, ultimately finding parity in support for prioritizing 

environmental goals and economic goals (Canterbuy Mayoral Forum 2009; Kirk 2015). The 

CWMS proposal was informed by the Canterbury Water Management Study as well as research 

on collaborative water governance (Memon and Weber 2010; Memon, Duncan, and Spicer 2012; 

Weber 2013; Kirk 2015; Canterbury Mayoral Forum 2009). Collaborative Zone Committees 

were formed within a year of the initial CMWS document in 2009 despite the fact the proposal 

had no formal legal weight (Kirk 2015). 

The political situation changed drastically in 2010 when New Zealand’s central government 

restructured Environment Canterbury with the Environment Canterbury (Temporary 

Commissioners and Improved Water Management) Act, also known as the ECan Act. This act 

sought to end the water impasse in Canterbury. Controversially, the traditionally elected Regional 

Commissioners were temporarily replaced with appointed officials in an effort to make the office 

less politicized. The ECan Act gave Canterbury’s Commissioners expanded power, including the 

ability to place a moratorium on issuing new resource consents (for up to one year), the ability to 

limit access to the court system,  and the ability to amend or remove Water Conservation Orders. 

After this restructuring, the newly appointed Commissioners used their authority to legitimize 

and fund the CWMS (Kirk 2015). 

The CWMS divided Canterbury into 10 catchment-(or watershed-) based Zones, each with 

its own Zone Committee that includes 6-12 members, representing a range of relevant 

stakeholders, including some elected local government officials and two seats specifically 

reserved for representatives from the Maori community (Weber 2015). The Regional Committee 

covers all the Zones in Canterbury and includes members of Zone committees, Environment 

Canterbury representatives, elected District Council representatives, representatives from Ngai 

Tahu as well as community members.  The Zone Committees were tasked with developing Zone 
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Implementation Plans (ZIPs) designed to guide how that Zone would achieve a series of targets 

set by the Regional Committee. Table 1 lists the regional targets  which set measurable goals 

against which implementation can be evaluated, with milestones set for 2015, 2020, and 2040. 

The targets describe a wide range of objectives from nutrient loads to protection of areas of 

cultural significance for the Maori people (Canterbury Mayoral Forum 2009). 

Table 1. 1 
10 Target Areas of the Canterbury Water Management Strategy  

 Ecosystem health and biodiversity  Natural character of braided rivers 
Kaitiakitanga (Maori cultural values) Drinking water 

Recreation and Amenity Opportunities Water-use efficiency 
Irrigated land area Energy security and efficiency 

Regional and National economies Environmental limits 
 

 

1Canterbury Mayoral Forum 2009; 

What makes the Zone Committees different from other bottom-up examples of collaborative 

governance is that not only did Environment Canterbury officials pick committee members, 

committee members are also screened for ability to “work constructively on problems with 

others for the sake of the broader community good” (Weber 2015, p 7). This means that those 

with ideologically uncompromising positions were not included. Throughout the process the 

Zone Committees held public meetings seeking outside input. Additionally, committee members 

were given training by conflict-resolution professionals and provided with professional 

facilitators to lead their meetings (Weber 2015).   

Zone Committees deliberate on and build consensus around a Zone Implementation 

Programme (ZIP), a document that serves as a plan for water management in that Zone. It has a 

mix of voluntary components and proposed statutory components that are meant to complement 

each other in achieving water targets. Once a Zone Committee has reached consensus on the ZIP 

it goes to the elected District Councils (or in the case of the only city in Canterbury, City 
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Council) for endorsement. From there it goes to the Regional Environmental Canterbury 

Commissioners for their approval. The statutory elements of the ZIP are then translated into a 

RMA statutory regional plan, which is then notified by an Independent Hearing Commission as a 

final check on the plan. Once the statutory regional plan, which was informed by the ZIP, is 

approved, it becomes the governing document for water policy in the region and helps guide the 

approval and denial of natural resource consents. This multi-tiered process allows for democratic 

input (approval from elected Councils). It also allows for additional review at the Environment 

Canterbury and Independent Hearing Commission stages to evaluate the likelihood the plans will 

lead to expected water outcomes and whether the plans are congruent with national-level water 

policy (Weber 2015). 

CWMS and the ECAN Act did not come without significant controversy. In addition to the 

sudden replacement of the elected commissioners, other major points of contention were that 

“non-collaborative” individuals were excluded from the committees, that the final say for plan 

approval fell to a panel of technical experts from Environment Canterbury, and that once the plan 

is finalized it is shielded from litigation on points of science (Weber 2015; Kirk 2015). 

The Hurunui Waiau Zone 
 

One of the 10 Zones of the CWMS, the Hurunui Waiau Zone is in North Canterbury and is 

defined by the Hurunui and Waiau Rivers. While the major economic activities are dairy and 

dryland farming, the Zone is also known for its vineyards and tourism (Environment Canterbury 

and the Hurunui District Council 2011). Two Ngai Tahu hapū (sub-tribes) have territories 

overlapping with the Zone, the Te Ngāi Tūāhuriri Rūnanga in the south and the Te Rūnanga o 

Kaikōura to the north, which have significant cultural values associated with the rivers. While 

dryland farming, which focuses on sheep and beef, has been the traditional agricultural sector, 

irrigated dairy has been a growing sector over the last few decades. In fact, irrigated land, the 
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majority of which is dairy, accounts for 65-73 percent of the economic activity in the region 

despite only representing 8 percent of overall land use. Additionally, the rivers are valued by 

anglers, rafters, and conservation interests for their unique ecosystems (Environment Canterbury 

and the Hurunui District Council 2011). 

Over the last few decades there have been issues with water quality and quantity in the 

region. Less than 10 percent of the original wetlands remain despite the importance of wetlands 

for biodiversity, Maori cultural values, and mitigating nutrient loads in the river. Furthermore, 

the majority of drinking water sources are considered at risk of contamination from micro-

organisms from sources such as agricultural waste, leaking septic tanks, and untreated sewage. 

Water quality in the lower parts of the rivers are considered “fair to poor”, with a trend over time 

of increasing nutrient loads (Environment Canterbury and the Hurunui District Council 2011 p. 

35).   

Figure 1. Map of the Hurunui Waiau Zone 
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Prior to the initiation of CWMS there was on ongoing conflict over the siting of the Hurunui 

Water Project, a proposed dam for irrigation expansion in the Zone. This led two advocacy 

organizations, Fish and Game and Whitewater NZ, to sue for a Water Conservation Order on the 

Hurunui River to stop the project. A Water Conservation Order is a legal designation, authorized 

by Part 9 of the Resource Management Act, which can limit development of water bodies 

designated as having outstanding “amenities or intrinsic values,” which can relate to its habitat, 

scenic characteristics, recreational opportunities, or cultural significance (Jenkins 2009; 

Resource Management Act of 1991). 

As described above, the ECan Act gave Regional Commissioners the power to intervene in 

Water Conservation Orders and place a moratorium on all natural resource consents for up to one 

year.  Early in the CWMS process, the Commissioners put a hold on the Hurunui River Water 

Conservation Order and placed a moratorium on granting any new water-related consents for the 

entire Hurunui Waiau Zone. This was done in order to give the CWMS Zone Committee room to 

work through these issues in a collaborative space. However, this one-year limit meant that the 

Zone Committee had to deliberate and come to consensus on a ZIP within that time. Were 

consensus not reached, there would be no collaborative document to guide the writing of the 

statutory Regional Plan in the Hearing Process. The Regional Plan guides the denial and 

approval of natural resource consents so having a plan in place was of tremendous importance to 

the water governance of the region. Given the impasse over the Regional Plan prior to CWMS, it 

was important to produce a plan that garnered wider acceptance. 

The Hurunui Waiau Zone Committee came to consensus on a ZIP in the allotted time, with a 

final version approved in July 2011 (Environment Canterbury and the Hurunui District Council 

2011). While writing the ZIP, the Zone Committee conducted over 60 community meetings 

across the Zone (Interviews 18, 5, and 2). The ZIP had an ambitious vision to expand irrigation, 
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while also strengthening environmental protection on the rivers. Protection limits were set on 

water quantity, including higher minimum flows for the Hurunui River and higher dry season 

minimum flows on the Waiau River. Nutrient load limits were also set for these same rivers, 

which for the Hurunui River meant loads needed to stay at 2011 levels. These limits would be 

achieved simultaneously with expanded irrigation through improved farming practices. Outreach 

and support to farmers would be achieved through a model of “audited self-management,” where 

user groups help develop and support transition to environmental practices, and individual efforts 

would be monitored through an auditing process. Additionally, the ZIP calls for monitoring and 

protection of areas and habitats of cultural interest to the Maori, as well as for no loss of 

wetlands (Environment Canterbury and the Hurunui District Council 2011). 

  An important part of the ZIP involved the integration of environmental and economic values 

by creating both higher minimum flows for the rivers and providing a major water storage 

project . The project would help supplement low summer flows, increase the reliability of water 

supplies for irrigated agriculture and generate hydropower. The revenues associated with 

hydropower generation would help pay for more expensive features of the dam that would 

mitigate environmental impacts and help increase flows during the summer months which would 

in turn improve water quality. In addition, the reservoir created by the dam would be a source of 

low-risk drinking water for communities in the Zone. The Waitohi River, a branch of the Hurunui 

River, was listed as the preferred location of the water project for maximizing the different 

values of the river (“Zone Implementation Plan” 2011). 

Despite reaching collaborative consensus on the ZIP within the allotted one-year time limit, 

conflicts arose during the Hearing Commission’s notification of the Hurunui Waiau Rivers 

Regional Plan (HWRRP), which was Environment Canterbury’s translation of the ZIP into 

statutes. Other issues with the plan emerged after the statutory HWRRP was finalized, which also 
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fostered a tumultuous environment for implementation. Drawing on the collaborative governance 

literature, the next section explain how the events unfolded, along with their impact on the 

different implementation efforts. 

Analysis 
	

Contrary to the expectations of collaborative governance theory, the implementation of the 

collaborative Hurunui Waiau ZIP has been a difficult and contentious process, and not without 

serious challenges from the global economy and nature. Many stakeholders were dissatisfied 

with the translation of the original ZIP plan, or vision, into the final, legally required Hurunui 

Waiau Regional Plan (HWRRP).  Moreover, the fighting over the Hurunui Water Project, the 

proposed irrigation project which was important for facilitating the achievement of many of the 

Regional Targets in the Zone, became stalled in the Environment Court for years. Further, key 

stakeholders, such as dryland farmers and environmental advocacy organizations, raised major 

objections to implementation decisions and the HWRRP. Finally, factors external to the 

collaborative governance process added another degree of difficulty to ZIP implementation. Due 

to international macroeconomic factors, dairy prices fell through the floor, significantly 

restricting dairy farmers’ ability to invest in environmental mitigation. Additionally, a severe 

drought, starting in 2014 and still ongoing (although with some relief from January 2016 rains), 

has negatively impacted the economic situation of dryland farmers in the region and their ability 

to invest in environmental mitigation (Cronshow and Truebridge 2016). 

The story of implementation in the Hurunui Waiau was impacted by constraints during the 

planning process such as low public participation and a short time frame, which contributed to 

key issues not being resolved. These unresolved issues were not fully apparent until the process 

of notifying the HWRRP. This led to stakeholder venue shopping not only in the Hearing 

Commission overseeing the notification process but in Environment Court.  But instead of 
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derailing the collaborative implementation process, the shocks from venue shopping forced 

stakeholders to turn to the collaborative process to devise implementation strategies that could 

mitigate the planning shortfalls, as well as engage in deliberation about how to better address 

these issues in the next regional plan change in 2018. 

In short, the Hurunui Waiau case demonstrates that collaborative governance implementation 

is not always smooth, or conflict-free, as theory suggests (Weber 1998; Ansell and Gash 2008); 

instead it may well encounter the same kind of conflict and resistance typical of traditional, top 

down systems of policy implementation (Hardy and Koontz 2009, Lubell 2013).  Perhaps most 

importantly, however, this case suggests that once the collaborative governance system receives a 

disruptive shock during implementation, it may be resilient enough to withstand the shock and 

regroup as a collaborative with the capacity to continue solving complex collective action 

problems. 

The following section seeks to explain the factors associated with the implementation of the 

collaborative governance agreement in the Hurunui Waiau and how this larger story of conflict, 

venue shopping, as well as outcome successes and challenges played out (See table 2 for a 

timeline of major events) 

Table 2. Timeline for the Hurunui Waiau Zone. 

Table 2.  
Timeline for the Hurunui Waiau Zone 
2010   

 April Parliament of New Zealand passes Ecan Act 

 July First Zone Committee Meeting 

 December Fish and Game and Whitewater NZ withdraw their application for a Water Con-
servation Order 

2011   

 July Zone Committee reaches consensus on the Zone Implementation Programme 
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Table 2, continued 

 October Moratorium on freshwater consents expires for the Zone 

  Hurunui Water Project applies for consents for Waitohi Scheme 

  Notification begins on provisional Hurunui Waiau Rivers Regional Plan 

2012   

 October The Hearing process begins. The Hearing Commission addresses over 100 sub-
missions made since notification began.  

2013   

 April The Hearing Process concludes. The notified Hurunui Waiau Rivers Regional 
Plan (HWRRP) is released. 

 August Environment Canterbury issues consents to the Hurunui Water Project for the 
Waitohi Scheme 

 

 August Amuri Irrigation (later joined by Ngai Tahu Properties) appeals the Hurunui Wa-
ter Project’s consents 

2014   

 September Over 300 dryland farmers attend Zone Committee meeting to protest the “10% 
Rule” in the HWRRP 

 October Hurunui, Waiau, and Jed Working Group is convened to address “10% rule” 

2015 May The Zone Committee ends the Hurunui, Waiau, and Jed Nutrient Working group, 
opting to endorse an Environment Canterbury advice note saying that “10% rule” 
will not be enforced on dryland farmers 

 December Amuri Irrigation Company conducts first audits of shareholder implementation of 
Farm Environment Plans 

  Hurunui Water Project is issued consents for the Waitohi Scheme 
 

Early in the process the Zone Committee was challenged with a limited timeline to produce a 

plan as well as low participation that undermined the level of inclusivity of the process. After 

consensus was reached there was the use of other policy venues (i.e., the Hearing Commission 

Process and Environment Court) by important stakeholders to promote their interests in the 

Zone. This was in part motivated by issues related to the water management that were not 
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resolved in the original ZIP.  Venue shopping and embarking on implementation brought these 

issues to the surface and catalyzed wider participation in Zone Committee meetings, improving 

the level of inclusivity in the collaborative process.  However, having the rules in place make it 

more challenging to find resolution to these issues as interests that gained through these rules are 

reluctant to reopen the wins to compromise, at least in the short term. While these dynamics have 

challenged overall implementation and confidence in the collaborative process, progress has 

been made through prioritizing parts of the plan that have buy-in from a wide range of 

stakeholders. 

Inclusivity during the development of the Zone Implementation Programme 
 

 “One of the challenges of the collaborative process is that it’s bloody hard to get people 
to take you seriously in the beginning.” –Interview 4, 2/9/2016 

 

Scholars and practitioners agree that inclusivity is a fundamental characteristic of 

collaborative governance.  Not only must the process be open, but important stakeholders must 

have the ability and desire to participate. Inclusivity is only indirectly related to implementation 

in that in facilitates stakeholder ownership of the plan as well as incorporation of wider range of 

stakeholder values and knowledge. 

The Zone Committee membership included a wide range of perspectives. Two of the 

members are Maori, each from a different hapū whose land falls within in the Zone. There are 

members from different farming sectors, as well as members with different professional 

backgrounds such as environmental management and geology. One person who was a Zone 

Committee member during the writing of the ZIP was also was affiliated with a major 

environmental advocacy organization, although his representation on the council was as a 

community member rather than officially representing that organization (Environment 

Canterbury 2012). While Zone Committee members are screened by Environment Canterbury, 
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the meetings are open and the public is encouraged to attend and participate. While the ZIP was 

being developed, the Zone Committee met more than once per month, ultimately conducting 

over 60 community meetings, which were rotated across the Zone in order to provide sufficient 

opportunities for community members to participate. Despite these efforts, there was limited 

participation in meetings (Interviews 4, 6, and 13).   

 Why were important interests not participating in the collaborative process during the 

development of the ZIP? For dryland farmers there were a number of reasons. They saw 

themselves as minor contributors to the water issues and therefore outside the scope of the 

problem. Unlike irrigation, which has an organization with staff whose jobs include keeping 

track of water policy, they didn’t have an organization to represent themselves. Additionally, 

dryland farmers are also culturally more individualistic and suspicious of “overzealous” 

Environment Canterbury regulation (Interview 8). This factor was summed up by one 

interviewee: 

Dryland farmers tend to be fairly bad at engaging. They tend to be individualistic and 
would rather just go and do their own thing. There is still a huge element of that, 
particularly the older generation. They just think this is a load of rubbish, that we're just 
wasting our time and we just need to tell everyone to bugger off and carry on. Yeah, that's 
not really going to work.   
-Interview 8, 2/12/2016, Dryland Farmer 
 

It was not just the dryland farmers who were not engaged during the planning process,   dairy 

farmers and irrigation companies, many of whom became heavily involved after consensus on 

the ZIP was reached, admitted they were not as involved as they should have been during this 

process (Interviews 6, 13).  One interviewee explained “I think with hindsight we probably 

would have been involved a bit more [in the initial planning process]. That's probably natural, it 

was the first plan so I think the consequences were probably not well understood by our 

shareholders” (Interview 13, 2/16/2016). 
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Low participation in the critical ZIP planning process contributed to major issues, which had 

reverberating impacts on implementation and catalyzed greater participation later in the process, 

which is discussed below.  This case demonstrates that conducting extensive community 

outreach, a common policy recommendation in the collaborative governance literature, is not 

necessarily sufficient for fostering robust participation in the process.   

Other Policy Venues: The Hearing Commission and Environment Court 
 

The notification process to turn the ZIP into enforceable statutes began in October 2011.  

While the statutory plan was intended to be a direct translation of the parts of the ZIP that called 

for a statutory backstop, the resultant statutory plan was different from the collaborative plan in 

key ways. Changes were motivated by submissions made to the plan, the need to add additional 

detail to better guide enforcement, as well as for better agreement with national-level water 

policies.  The finalized Hurunui Waiau Rivers Regional Plan (HWRRP) was released in April 

2012. Almost every respondent interviewed had at least one plan change that made them 

unhappy. 

While there were many changes and clarifications, the following changes came up frequently 

in the interviews: 

• The limit of nitrogen in the Hurunui River was raised from 2011 levels to 125% 

of 2011 levels (discussed in Interviews 12, 13, see also (Environment Canterbury 2013). 

Emerging evidence (submitted by groups with interests related to dairy development such 

as Ngai Tahu Properties, Fonterra, and Dairy NZ) made it clear that improved farming 

practices could not create enough headroom to maintain nitrogen levels while 

simultaneously expanding irrigation as was called for in the ZIP. Some environmental 
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advocates  felt this change confirmed their suspicion that the CWMS is a vehicle for 

increasing industry capture in water policy-making. 

• The ZIP calls for a regulatory backstop to incentivize implementation of improved 

farming practices to reduce runoff (Environment Canterbury and the Hurunui District 

Council 2011 p. 37). In the HWRRP farmers require a consent for changes in farming 

activities that cause more than 10% increase in nutrient loss. This was motivated by the 

need to clarify “changes in farming activities” (Environment Canterbury 2013).  In 

absolute terms a 10% change in a dairy context is much larger than a dryland one because 

dairy causes an order of magnitude more runoff. In fact, normal farming practices in 

dryland farming would trigger this rule. This was described in interviews as an oversight 

(Interviews 1, 3, 4, 5). The fallout from this rule (known as “the 10% rule”) was 

discussed in every interview. 

• The raised minimum flow requirements were decoupled from the expansion of 

water storage. As discussed above, in the ZIP the new minimum flows were going to 

happen in-step with expanded irrigation. Instead, the HWRRP implements the new 

minimum flows immediately.  The Hearing Commissioners felt that the ZIP didn’t make 

enough of a case for why they should be coupled (Environment Canterbury 2013, p. 25). 

This threatened water reliability for irrigation companies who thought they would have 

more time to prepare for higher minimum flows and would benefit from a new irrigation 

scheme. 

• Lake Sumner and the North Branch of the Hurunui River were zoned as 

prohibited areas for irrigation development. In the ZIP these locations were alternative 

options if the more expensive Waitohi scheme favored by environmentalists turned out to 

not be economically viable. There was scientific evidence presented to the Hearing 
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Commissioners about how the higher water levels would affect the ecology of the 

surrounding Conservation Park, areas valued by whitewater rafters, as well as the river’s 

trout fisheries.  The Commissioners noted this was the most contentious issue in the 

Hearing, with a “large number of submitters” calling for protecting these areas from 

development (Environment Canterbury 2013 p.20). 

The HWRRP was appealed by the Hurunui Water Project among others. Many of these 

appeals were eventually withdrawn because the ECan Act only allows for appeals on points of 

law, whereas before appeals could be based on science (Interview 9, 2/15/2016).  The plan was 

made operative December 2013. The follow quote describes the challenges of dealing with 

submissions during the notification of the HWRRP: 

While we do the very best to deliver the collaborative outcome of the community, 
whenever we enter that statutory process, changes happen. When you think about it, it's 
to be expected: why would you ask the community to comment if you aren't going to 
change anything? That would be daft. It's inevitable that that is going to happen. What we 
now know is that it cuts across the collaboration. It’s more like move to your corners and 
fight like earlier. I think we are straight-jacketed by the regulatory framework we have. It 
says we must notify and we must do this. I don't know how to fix that. 
 -Interview 16, 2/17/2016, Environment Canterbury 

 

Soon after that Hurunui Water Project was granted consents for the much anticipated 

irrigation project.  It was one of the first two consents in all of Canterbury to include specific 

nutrient allocations (Interview 9, 2/15/2016). Concerned that the Hurunui Water Project would 

threaten their ability to acquire nutrient consents in the future, the Amuri Irrigation Company 

sued the Hurunui Water Project in Environment Court. Ngai Tahu Properties also joined in the 

suit (Interviews 7, 9, 13).   

This was a shock because it was unheard of for an irrigation company to sue another 

irrigation company in Environment Court, a tactic typically employed by environmental 
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advocacy groups (Interview 7, 2/11/2016). Once Amuri Irrigation was consented with nutrients 

they moved to withdraw their suit, but the judge would not allow it. Environment Canterbury and 

Hurunui Water Project appealed, arguing that the judge could not legally prevent the Amuri 

Irrigation Company from withdrawing the case. This went all the way to the High Court of New 

Zealand, and was not resolved until December of 2015. Now the Hurunui Water Project has the 

consents to build a dam but the economic landscape has changed dramatically. Not only are dairy 

prices low, but the energy company that was going to support the hydroelectric energy generation 

pulled out of the project. This is important because the hydroelectric part of the dam was going 

to pay for the higher-cost aspects of the project that contributed to environmental gains.  It is 

now unclear whether it is economically feasible for the Hurunui Water Project to locate on the 

Waitohi River and other viable options are prohibited under the HWRRP (Interviews 1, 3, 7, 9). 

In this case two other policy making venues besides the collaborative Zone Committee 

significantly impacted the water-policy making process in the Zone: the notification process led 

by the Hearing Commissioners and Environment Court. This is consistent with the collaborative 

governance literature, which is full of warnings about the negative impact of the interaction of 

collaborative institutions with the adversarial institutions (Lubell 2013; Hardy and Koontz 2009; 

Lubell and Lippert 2011; Mandarano and Paulsen 2011).  Availability of other institutions 

encourage venue shopping, which can undermine the credibility of stakeholder commitment to 

collaborative plans and exacerbate power differences between different stakeholders. Reasons 

why venue shopping in collaborative governance arrangements undermine policy making 

efficacy include: 1) Stakeholders strategically self-select into venues that maximize their gains 

from cooperation, which may or may not be the collaborative governance arrangement;  2) 

Stakeholders have limited attention resources to effectively participate in multiple policy venue 

“games” simultaneously; and 3) Collaborative institutions producing “symbolic policy” 
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that“produce policy agreements which quell political discontent without alleviating underlying 

collective action problems”  (Lubell, Henry, and McCoy 2010 p. 291). Symbolic policy, put 

more generously, can be connected to the observation that consensus can incentivize planning 

that is vague enough for a consensus agreement but not specific enough to guide implementation 

(Margerum 2011). Two of these factors came into play in this case: limited attention resources of 

stakeholders and planning that didn’t address important issues, which not only contributed to 

venue shopping but shaped conflict during implementation. 

 Each group, or stakeholder, is faced with limited resources, some more than others.  The 

same is true for their ability to participate in every possible policy-making venue every time the 

need arises. This idea of “limited attention resources” is a factor that can be ascribed to 

environmental advocacy participation in these other policy venues as well as dryland farmers’ 

lack of participation in the ZIP collaborative itself. One interviewee observed, “[Environmental 

advocacy organizations] are tough through, it’s their national focus. They are dealing with 

government at a national level and they are probably short of resources too” (Interview 4, 

2/9/2016).  Another interviewee, affiliated with an environmental advocacy organization, echoed 

this saying, “I just feel that the environmental groups, the urban representatives, the 

recreationists, etc. are not well resourced to be able to attend these [collaborative] meetings. In 

comparison the local commercial interests who have structures in place and are very well 

organized” (Interview 12, 2/12/2016). Limited attention can also be attributed to the inadequate 

participation of dryland farmers in policy venues of any kind, which contributed to the “10% 

rule” oversight. However, this demonstrates the limits of viewing “limited attention resources” 

through the rational choice logic because limited dryland involvement, in addition to lack of 

mobilizing resources, can also be attributed to norms that impede mobilization (Interview 8, 

2/12/2016).  Additionally, the lack of dryland involvement in these adversarial venues also 
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confirms the collaborative governance literature assertion that venue shopping increases power 

imbalances. The HWRRP is perceived by many interviewees as being biased toward existing 

irrigated dairy, a sector that constitutes a much larger share of the Zone’s economy (Interviews 7, 

12, 14). 

Unresolved issues 
 

 Emerging conflicts related to issues that were not addressed in the original ZIP did not 

just contribute to venue shopping, but they also shaped implementation of the plan and 

participation in the Zone Committee meetings. Two issues came up frequently in the interviews. 

One was the allocation of allowable nutrient runoff within the water quality limits on the river. 

The other was the appropriateness and timing of monitoring and compliance actions taken (or not 

taken) by Environment Canterbury. Exemplifying this is the observation: 

 The ZIP had a vision that was translated into a plan that has rules. We have three big 
[irrigation companies] that are trying to operate within those rules, following the vision. 
There hasn’t been quite enough detail in the vision and the rules so they have had to sort 
some of that detail out themselves, which has been quite time consuming, expensive, and 
frustrating for all. Part of that has ended up in the courts. 

 -Interview 6, 2/10/2016 

 

Nutrient Allocation 
 

How do you allocate nutrient runoff between farmers within a catchment? The Canterbury 

Water Management Strategy didn’t just usher in an era of collaborative governance, it also 

brought in an era of consenting not just for water quantity but for water quality  by requiring 

consents for nutrient runoff—a first for any region in New Zealand (“Land and Water Regional 

Plan” 2014). Other Zones have opted to rely on the nutrient monitoring software OverSeer, 

despite doubts about accuracy and regulatory uncertainty stemming from ongoing program 

updates (Duncan 2014, Interviews 8, 17). To avoid these issues the Zone Committee opted to 
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work backward from actual water quality measurements, using OverSeer as only a part of on-

farm planning. Using actual water quality measurements means monitoring is more directly tied 

to the water policy outcomes , but it leaves the determination of individual responsibility to those 

who share location in a particular catchment (Interviews 1, 5, 6, 7, 9, 10, 12, 13, 16). 

The nutrient allocation issues is apparent in the protracted legal battle between the three 

main irrigation companies (one established and two prospective) in the Zone had significant 

consequences for the proposed Hurunui Water Project.  The protracted legal battle was motivated 

by the question of how much runoff different companies would be allowed to emit (Interviews 7, 

9, 13).  Unresolved nutrient allocation was not just an issue between existing and would-be 

irrigators, it also was a conflict between different farming sectors. The “10% rule” 

disproportionately burdened dryland farmers with consenting requirements despite the fact that 

they emit an order of magnitude less nutrient runoff. At the September 2014 Zone committee 

meeting over 300 dryland farmers showed up in protest. This was a very dramatic meeting for 

everyone involved and was widely discussed in the interviews. A working group, the Hurunui, 

Waiau, and Jed Nutrient Working Group, was formed to find a solution to the issue. It had 30 

members including dryland, dairy, and environmental interests and met monthly to deliberate for 

several months. No consensus was reached on a solution. One reason was because irrigators were 

reluctant to open up their consented nutrients with a plan change. With a plan in place there is 

little incentive to compromise in the short term (Interviews 1, 12). In addition, with a lack of 

consensus about reopening the statutory plan, many of the participants, particularly dryland 

farmers who came from disparate parts of the Zone, had little experience working together 

(Interview 1, 2/3/2016). 

In sum, the Hurunui Waiau Zone has been grappling with the tension between specific 

water limits and vague responsibilities for achieving those limits. This has not been fully 
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resolved but present Zone Committee efforts aim to develop a better framework to for 2018, 

when the HWRRP can next be opened up to formal changes. 

Appropriate Enforcement Actions and Distrust of Environment Canterbury 
 

We are a regulatory organization. How you work with people in basically a voluntary 
mode with regulatory rules in the background?- Interview 11, 2/16/2016 

 

The above question articulates a balance that Environment Canterbury is trying to find 

during implementation. This balance is acknowledged in the ZIP, saying “The Zone Committee 

recognizes that there will be individuals who are reluctant to participate and or to change in the 

manner required to meet the collective catchment goal. There will need to be a regulatory 

backstop that comes into effect sometime in the future to deal with laggards” (p. 9). What is an 

appropriate expectation of timing of farm-level compliance and how should it be monitored? The 

interviews indicate there is much disagreement on this question among stakeholders, as well as 

doubts about Environment Canterbury’s capacity to both aid voluntary compliance and maintain 

the incentive of the regulatory backstop. 

Farmer distrust of Environment Canterbury and concern that regulations would be 

enforced without concern for farmer welfare was widely discussed in the interviews, with one 

interviewee observing that “there are a large number of farmers who just wouldn't have an ECan 

man on their farm for anything” (Interview 8, 2/12/2016).  This had led to slow uptake among 

dryland farmers, because of distrust that results of the audits will be used to fuel even stricter 

requirements. This sentiment was summed up by one interviewee saying: 

That's becoming sort of challenging now, a lot of farmers have said ‘well, we've been 
lead up the garden path once before thinking we were going to get something.  If we align 
with these LandCare Groups and give all the information over, it is going to come around 
and bite us on the bum and we're just going to get regulated even more’- Interview 14, 
2/17/2016, Dryland farmer 
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 Farmer distrust, in addition to cost, has led the LandCare groups to organize auditing and 

Farm Environment Plans that fall short of Environment Canterbury expectations: 

We've basically said ‘to join this group you have to do one OverSeer budget, the farm 
plans will not be officially audited, we'll just be reviewing it within our own group’. If 
everyone is doing what they said they would there would be possibly an audit of the 
whole group structure rather than individuals. To the letter of the law we are not doing 
what they are asking but we can't see the justification for they are asking in terms of the 
cost. 
-Interview 8, 2/12/16, Dryland Farmer 
 
Environmental interest distrust of Environment Canterbury was also a theme in the 

interviews. The removal of democratically elected Environment Canterbury Commissioners 

through the ECan Act hangs like a cloud over the Canterbury Water Management Strategy 

(Interviews 7, 12, there have also be numerous opinion pieces in Canterbury newspapers1).  

Furthermore, people in multiple interviews expressed doubt that there were adequate incentives 

to encourage compliance (Interviews 1, 7, 12, 18). Some felt that some of the fines for not being 

in compliance are low compared to the economic benefits of ignoring the rules (7, 12, 18). On 

the other hand it was acknowledged that Environment Canterbury does not have the resources to 

force compliance on all of the farmers so to some extent voluntary compliance is a necessity for 

getting implementation success (4, 7, 8). 

One story told in multiple interviews highlighted the tension between building trust with 

farmers, building trust with environmentalists, and implementing the plan (Interviews 4, 7, 11). It 

involved a farmer who was reported for bulldozing a braided riverbed to address flooding on his 

property without getting the appropriate consents. This farmer contacted Zone Committee 

members and Environment Canterbury about compliance action: 

We got a complaint, and our compliance people went along and told him stop it. He got 
very upset about it, and it blew things apart in some ways – (Interview 11, 2/16/2016) 

																																																													
1A	good	example	is	“How	ECan	fell	to	the	irrigators”	published	in	The	Press.	It	is	written	by	Sir	Kerry	Burke,	a	former	
Labour	Party	Speaker	of	the	House	of	Representatives:	http://www.stuff.co.nz/the-
press/opinion/perspective/8205626/How-ECan-fell-to-the-irrigators	
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 [The farmer] had things he needed to do from the ecologists that the he agreed to do, our 
extension people agreed to them- at this point our extension people were told to back off, 
which we did. Everybody agreed this would be the course of action, there would be no 
enforcement response but the guy just refused to do them. – (Interview 7, 2/11/2016) 

Environment Canterbury is trying to build trust with farmers that compliance actions will be 

reasonable and fair. One way it is trying to do that is by implementing “Zone Teams”, which are 

stationed in the Zone rather than the Environment Canterbury headquarters in Christchurch. One 

function of these teams is to try to build understanding between farmers and Environment 

Canterbury. Additionally, they will be doing extension work to help farmers get to compliance. 

One interviewee explained how this would build trust with the farmers: 

When you are engaging with the community, with all its strengths and weaknesses, and you 
are putting in rules on something that the science is not that strong on you end up with a lot 
of grey areas. That’s a real challenge from a regulatory point of view… When [farmers] are 
technically not complying but is not really doing anything wrong either, [Zone 
Implementation Teams] have to become an advocate for that farmer back in the core of ECan 
where the regulatory people are saying ‘we’ve had a complaint about someone and they 
aren’t complying therefore we need to take action against them’.   – Interview 4, 2/9/2016 

 As far as building trust among those skeptical that Environment Canterbury has been 

doing enough to incentivize compliance, Environment Canterbury is leaning on farmers to 

demonstrate improved land management through the groups implementing systems of audited 

self-management. The following quote articulates the vision of an effective system of audited 

self-management:  “It will take time, and I think it will take a bit of a change of attitude in the 

community. There has to be a lot of trust from those conservation groups that farmers are 

responsible enough to manage themselves” (Interview 16, 2/17/2016). Farmers heading up these 

efforts see the benefit of building that trust: 

 The other side of it is to demonstrate to the public that we are responsible farmers. I don't 
know if you've seen the media lately, but we've been getting a bit of a bashing at the moment 
for water quality and things like that. So we need to document what we do and why we do it 
and the effect it has so we can stand up with some substance behind us and say what you're 
saying in the media is not true, this is the evidence (Interview 8, 2/12/2016, dryland farmer). 
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Environment Canterbury is walking a tightrope of building confidence with both farmers and 

environmental interests that monitoring, and enforcement will be enough to cultivate compliance 

but not be deaf to the needs of working farms. This balance is still being negotiated. In a way, the 

tension between having enough regulatory incentives to spur action and building enough trust to 

have an extension approach is emblematic of the larger balance CWMS is seeking to find 

between environment and economy. 

Rebounding from Conflict and Venue Shopping: Increasing inclusivity during 
implementation 
 

The two issues discussed above incentivized venue shopping and undermined the 

legitimacy of CWMS. Surprisingly, this conflict and venue shopping galvanized added 

participation in the collaborative Zone Committee meetings as stakeholders across the board 

sought to ensure that the unresolved issues were addressed both during implementation and in 

any future plan changes. During the widely-discussed September 2014 meeting in which over 

300 dryland farmers attended in protest of the “10% rule”: 

[The dryland farmers] took it to the chairman and said ‘We really should have 
participated and now we are now struggling because we don’t have any right to 
develop… How can this be fair or equitable?’ We sat there and thought ‘well, actually, 
you are right. What are we going to do about it?’ Getting people into the tent when they 
don’t see a benefit can be a real challenge. It can make consensus easier to get to, so in a 
way it’s almost a false consensus. Even though we thought we had everyone in the room 
we didn’t really understand some of the consequences of what we were doing. –Interview 
2, 2/5/2016 

There was wide agreement in the interviews that participation increased significantly 

after the HWRRP was finalized. For both dairy and dryland farmers, participating in policy-

making was not a priority until it became clear the outcomes of the process were going to have 

ramifications for their businesses (Interviews 8, 4, 13, and 6). Attendance records of meeting 

minutes corroborate this, showing a striking change in attendance of non-Zone Committee 
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members after the Hearing Process is over (Figure 2)2. While monthly meeting meetings don’t 

include attendance at the extra community meetings conducted during the first year as well as 

meetings with important stakeholders, they do demonstrate a significant increase in Zone 

Committee meetings in both overall attendance and attendance from a wider range of 

stakeholders. 

Figure 2. Attendance to Zone Committee Meetings by Non-Zone Committee members 

 

 

 

																																																													
2Attendance	levels	were	determined	from	meeting	minute	records.	Following	September	2014	attendance	records	
stopped	listing	the	affiliation	of	every	attendee.	
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 Interestingly, one requirement of the plan became a lever for mobilizing for future 

planning. The creation of user-groups for facilitating a system of audited self-management is 

called for in the ZIP and required by the HWRRP. This role is performed by irrigation companies 

for their shareholders but it required the organization of new groups for dryland farmers.  The 

scope of these groups has grown beyond this original purpose to include hiring staff to better 

represent the dryland farmers in policy-making. Motivation for this is exemplified by the 

following quote: 

 [The irrigation companies] are big groups with big budgets that are maneuvering 
themselves to be where they want to be. That's why we are doing what we are doing, we 
need to be able to represent ourselves on the same level. They are established, they have a 
big budget, access to experts and things, whereas in the past dryland farming hasn't had 
anything to represent it. 
-Interview 8, 2/8/2016, Dryland Farmer 
 
The Zone Committee initiated the Hurunui, Waiau, and Jed Nutrient Working Group to 

address the conflict over the 10% rule. Membership was drawn from a wide range of 

stakeholders. The group was dismissed by the Zone Committee after failing to reach consensus 

after eight months. Meetings were very well attended in contrast with the first years of the Zone 

Committee, with an average of 50 people participating in each meeting (Hurunui Waiau and Jed 

Working Group).   

There were many reasons the working group failed to come to consensus, as discussed 

earlier in the context of the unresolved conflict over nutrient allocation. In addition to those 

reasons, Interviewees discussed these meetings in the context of too much participation slowing 

down deliberation and decision-making (Interviews 1, 6, 16). In this conflict, increased 

participation later was not able to overcome the issues in the ZIP that were carried through and 

solidified in the Hearing process, at least not in the short term. In fact, one interviewee expressed 

uncertainty that more inclusive process during the development of the ZIP would have enabled 

them to come to consensus in the short time frame they were facing (Interview 6, 2/10/2016). 
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 The Zone Committee’s decision to end the working group and make the decision 

themselves has had reverberating effects on perceived inclusiveness of the process. Dryland 

farmers and environmental groups in particular felt like this was a major breakdown in the 

collaborative process, favoring irrigated dairy interests. 

We felt that when that real collaborative process came along it just showed the powers 
that are really driving these changes and those managing the process just stepped up and 
took over. (Interview 12, 2/17/2016). 

Effectively that one of the irrigation companies has got a pretty free ride through it. 
Whereas the dryland farmers have been left restricted. Quite considerably. (Interview 14, 
2/18/2016) 

 

This case suggests that top-down collaborative governance may need to build legitimacy 

as a venue for policy-making and conflict resolution. The Zone Committee meetings achieved 

meaningful participation only after the opportunity to participate in a more powerful alternative 

policy venue had ended (notification from Hearing Commission) and it was clear that the Zone 

Committee could influence Environment Canterbury discretionary decisions such as Advice 

Notes.  While many interviewees pointed to this increase in participation as an accomplishment, 

this comes at a cost as winners and losers from the previous plan are codified in statute until the 

next plan change in 2018, which makes short term compromise difficult. 

Tying it all together 
 

 The early lack of inclusiveness, venue shopping, and unresolved conflicts helped to 

undermine the legitimacy of the original ZIP as a workable plan. This created problems for the 

eventual legal framework that was, according to a number of stakeholders, different from the 

consensus-based ZIP. These struggles resulted in little to no progress on some parts of the ZIP. 

Nevertheless, significant progress on other parts of the plan has been made because of 

stakeholders’ willingness to work through these difficulties in the collaborative meetings.  In this 
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section I will summarize how the factors discussed above relate to action taken on specific parts 

of the plan (See Table 3 for a summary). Though the process has been fraught with many 

problems, the Zone Committee and other stakeholders have turned parts of the ZIP into action.   

	

Table	3.	Implementation	activities	frequently	discussed	in	the	interviews.		

Plan	 Status	 Description	 Regional	Targets	

A	notified	RMA	
Regional	Plan	for	
the	Zone	(HWRRP)	

Water	quality	has	
been	stable,	

higher	minimum	
flows	not	yet	
implemented		

HWRRP	has	been	
successful	in	setting	
limits	on	water	

quality	and	quantity	

Kaitiakitanga	

Braided	rivers	

Environmental	Limits	

Ecosystem	Health/Biodiversity	

Farm	Environment	
Plans	for	Dairy	

Significant	
progress	

Efforts	led	by	Amuri	
Irrigation	company	in	
exchange	for	delayed	
implementation	of	
higher	minimum	

flows	

Water	use	efficiency	

Drinking	water	

Environmental	Limits	

Kaitiakitanga	

Ecosystem	Health/Diversity	

Farm	Environment	
Plans	for	Dryland	

Farmers	

Slow	progress	
toward	January	
2017	deadline	for	
joining	LandCare	

Groups	

Efforts	are	hampered	
by	distrust	of	and	
lack	of	reliance	on	

Environment	
Canterbury	

Water	use	efficiency	

Drinking	water	

Environmental	Limits	

Kaitiakitanga	

Ecosystem	Health/Diversity	

New	major	
irrigation	project		in	

the	Zone	

No	progress,	
consented	

December	2015	

Financial	viability	
uncertain	after	
changes	that	

happened	during	
years	it	held	up	in	
Environment	Court	

Economy	

Energy	

Irrigated	land	area	

Drinking	water	

No	net	wetland	loss	 Continued	
wetland	loss	

Unresolved	
regulatory	

mechanism	for	
arresting	wetland	

loss	

Ecosystem	Health/Biodiversity	

Kaitiakitanga	

Braided	rivers	

Environmental	Limits	
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Creation of the Hurunui Waiau Rivers Regional Plan 
	

 The HWRRP is a regulatory framework for water quantity and nutrient runoff that was 

informed by the collaborative ZIP.  Prior to CWMS, the process of codifying regional plans into 

statutes and enforcing those statutes was very difficult.  While there were 162 submissions to the 

Hearing Commission to the HWRRP, this was a substantial improvement from 800 on a 

proposed regional plan in the mid-2000s (Environment Canterbury 2013; Kirk 

2015).Stakeholders made hundreds of submissions on proposed regional plans during the 

Hearing Commission stage, which created an impasse in planning. Furthermore, consent denials 

were frequently challenged and overturned in Environment Court. One interviewee commented 

that the RMA is known as “the rich man’s law” because hiring good lawyers helped many to get 

the natural resource consents they wanted (Interview 7, 2/11/2016). 

In contrast, the HWRRP is much more stable and better at “holding the line” than statutory 

plans before CWMS, meaning that the water limits that have been set have been enforced 

through the consenting process since the HWRRP was made operative (Interviews 1, 2, 4, 7, 10, 

12, 13, 17). This was pointed out as a substantial achievement even by interviewees who were 

skeptical of the CWMS process.  Additionally, there were several high-profile consent denials 

that came up in interviews as evidence of this. However, it is unclear the extent this is caused by 

an improved plan or because the ECan Act limits access to the courts. 

 
Farm Environment Plans for Dairy 
 

Significant progress has been made on Farm Environment Plans (FEPs) for irrigated dairy, 

the sector that has the largest impact on water quality issues in the Zone (this was discussed in all 

interviews). To date upwards of 90 percent of shareholders of Amuri Irrigation Company, the 

largest irrigation company in the Zone, have plans in place. Furthermore, auditing of progress 
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has begun to monitor and incentivize compliance. As of this writing, approximately one third of 

Amuri Irrigation Company shareholders have been audited for action taken on their FEPs with 

more audits on the way (Environment Canterbury 2016). There was no indication of movement 

toward FEPs on dairy farms before the CWMS. This investment in environmental mitigation was 

a major change in company policy. Before the CWMS process, implementation of the plans 

increased their environmental mitigation costs from almost nothing to over 10 percent of their 

annual budget (Interview 13, 2/17/2016). 

Amuri Irrigation Company efforts to develop a system for implementing FEPs has been 

shared with smaller irrigation companies and independent dairy farmers, which has helped to 

recreate this success (Interviews 1, 3, 4, 6, 13). The significance of this change in company 

involvement in the Zone was expressed by one interviewee saying: 

I think you’ll see through the minutes that we are celebrating the progress Amuri Irrigation 
has made and continues to make in terms of getting their properties at good management 
practices. It was a very interesting journey in terms of them initially being incredibly 
defensive to ultimately they sort of got it. This is all about that classic behavior change: first 
you deny it, then you defend it, and then ultimately you get acceptance. It’s just classic. 
(Interview 1, 2/3/2016) 

 The implementation of the dairy FEPs made possible by an unpopular change in the 

HWRRP that decoupled implementing new minimum flows from the new irrigation project 

coming on board. The new higher minimum flows threatened water reliability for the Amuri 

Irrigation Company. This led them to turn to the Zone Committee to address this issue The Zone 

Committee decided the best way forward was to delay the new minimum flows if the Amuri 

Irrigation Company accelerated their timeline for implementing the FEPs. Environment 

Canterbury used its discretionary power through an Advice Note to interpret what “immediate” 

meant for the minimum flows and to write legal conditions on Amuri Irrigation Company’s 

consent, making the company’s agreement to implement the FEPs legally binding. This was 

widely supported by the stakeholders interviewed and was often the first topic to be described 



	 46	

when asked about accomplishments. While a few interviewees wanted stricter requirements than 

those presently outlined in the Farm Environment Plans, they also expressed that the existing 

changes would have a measurable beneficial impact on water quality (Interviews 2, 12). 

 In this case, the Zone Committee used changes that were an outcome of venue shopping 

to push their original plan forward. This was successful because Environment Canterbury 

employed its discretionary power to back up this decision.  This was also successful because this 

was in agreement with the minimum flow regime outlined in the collaborative ZIP. This is an 

interesting example of a collaborative institution adapting to venue shopping in order to affect 

important land-use changes that had strong buy-in from a wide range of stakeholders. 

Farm Environment Plans for Dryland Farming 
 

FEPs for dryland farmers continue to be a work in progress. LandCare groups, which are 

farmer-organized groups for aiding FEP development and auditing progress, play an important 

role in implementation. There are 120 dryland farmers in the LandCare groups (of approximately 

1000) and ongoing talks about appropriate FEPs and monitoring. There were few, if any, FEP in 

place prior to the CMWS process. The deadline for joining a LandCare group is January 2017, 

progress has been slow it but has not yet fallen behind the agreed upon deadline. As discussed 

above, lack of trust in Environment Canterbury, which was exacerbated by the failure to get a 

consensus solution on the 10% rule, has prompted many dryland farmers to be reluctant to join 

the groups. However, dryland farmers have a strong incentive to implement FEPs as it may 

become difficult to sell property or get a loan from a bank without being in compliance 

(Interview 7, 2/7/2016). In addition to these factors, a severe drought has also reduced farmers’ 

ability to invest in environmental mitigation. 

New Irrigation Development in the Zone 
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 Extended litigation in Environment Court with other irrigatiors delayed the granting of 

consents for the Hurunui Water Project until December 2015. Changes in the economic situation 

in the Zone, such as a decrease in dairy prices, may have made the proposed dam site nonviable. 

It is unclear as of this writing whether the project will move forward. In this case the unresolved 

nutrient allocation issues in the original plan spurring venue shopping, which has undermined 

implementation.   

Wetland Loss 
 

We are still losing wetlands in the Zone. We are still losing braided riverbed. How can 
that be? It says no net loss… We were clear and yet it hasn’t been implemented. It is 
implementation failure –Interview 2, 2/5/2016  

 

 The HWRRP requires landowners to include descriptions of wetlands and other sensitive 

natural areas in their Farm Environment Plans. However, as discussed above, there is distrust of 

Environment Canterbury among many farmers who suspect that this information is going to be 

used against them. This trust issue is so severe that one person noted that there was “no effective 

mechanism to knock on landowners’ doors and have a relaxed informal conversation about 

[wetland] possibilities” (February 2015 Meeting Minutes). This came up in the context of 

wetlands in several Zone Committee meetings (Meeting Minutes from December 2014, February 

2016).   Because of this trust issue, Environment Canterbury has been reluctant to take 

enforcement actions against reported examples of wetland destruction, which is also a possible 

contributing factor to continued wetland loss 

 The Zone Committee has deliberated on ways to overcome this distrust. One approach 

discussed in the meeting minutes is to incorporate wetlands into nutrient modeling software. This 

would create a positive incentive if farmers could get runoff “credit” toward their nutrient 
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allocation for maintaining wetlands on their properties (Meeting Minutes from February 2015).  

However, work toward devising a strategy to arrest wetland loss is still ongoing.   

Other Outcomes  
 

Changes in attitudes among farmers towards recognition of water issues were widely 

discussed, even among interviewees who were skeptical of the CWMS process. Also discussed 

was increased shared knowledge among stakeholders, particularly Zone Committee Members. 

One interviewee affiliated with Ngai Tahu commented that the process has led to a better 

understanding of Maori cultural values in the Zone saying “It will never be enough for us but 

much better than it was before” (Interview 18, 3/3/2016).  The Zone Committee has also 

allocated “Immediate Steps” funding for biodiversity conservation, which was often described as 

a note-worthy though minor success. 

Summing it all up 
 

 In total, there have been some successes during plan implementation, but also areas 

where the Zone has struggled to make progress. The progress that has been made and reluctance 

to return to the old model of decision-making has continued to motivate participation. In 2016 

the Zone Committee added three new members, bringing in additional perspectives from dairy 

and dryland farmers. The Zone Committee is now working to address issues in the current plan 

ahead of their next opportunity for a statutory plan change in 2018. Many interviewees expressed 

their motivation to continue to work in a collaborative space: 

The alternatives are really poor. The collaborative process is incredibly frustrating. It’s 
long, it’s drawn out trying to get everyone to reach an agreement, and it’s a painful 
process. To have that undone through the statutory process is even more painful. 
However, that is better than the alternative of the community having no say at all. –
Interview 6, 2/10/2016 

When you’re forced to face a challenge because there is nobody else to do it and you've 
run out of time you face the challenge. That's all I can say about that…The Zone 
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Committee has to deal with it and so we do and we debate and argue. I'm not saying 
argue, we have very civil meetings. We have very good debates and it goes around and 
around and around until we can all agree on a solution. There is give and take–Interview 
18, 3/3/2016 

A plan is like that isn't it? It's a first cut plan. It's like excel version 1, not very good, not 
very stable. Great idea. We get to version 8 and we've got something that works properly. 
–Interview 17, 2/18/2016 

 In the next section I discuss the relevance of this case for collaborative governance 

research as well as for practitioners in the field. 

Discussion 
 

Understanding the implementation stage of collaborative governance is important not 

only for evaluating the strengths and weaknesses of collaborative governance as an institution for 

natural resource management, it is also important for developing useful strategies and 

expectations for improving implementation going forward. This paper has given an overview of 

the theory related to collaborative governance and analyzed the implementation successes and 

challenges of one case within this theory. This section connects the insights from this analysis to 

lessons for future collaborative governance research as well as for practitioners hoping to turn 

their collaborative plan into action. In this case there were examples of implementation success 

as well as areas where little progress was made. This confirms both the strengths of collaborative 

institutions outlined in the literature as well as some of the criticisms. Importantly, it reaffirms 

the assertion in the literature that collaborative planning and implementation needs to be an 

iterative process. This case also demonstrates the complicated relationship collaborative 

institutions can have with other venues for policy making.   

Collaborative prioritization 
 

 Environment Canterbury used its discretionary powers to support a process of 

deliberative collaborative prioritization in the Zone Committee. During implementation, they 
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were faced not only with the fallout from venue shopping, but the unforeseen shocks of low 

dairy prices and severe drought. The Zone Committee is simultaneously working toward a better 

future water management plan and prioritizing the Farm Environment Plans. 

Prioritizing is choosing to emphasize some actions over others, usually in order of 

importance or feasibility. The idea of prioritizing and operating an ongoing, deliberative 

collaborative governance effort during implementation supports the primary finding of the 

Butler, Monroe and McCaffrey (2015) study of collaborative implementation by the US Forest 

Service.  While prioritization is traditionally thought of as an aspect of planning, it can also be 

critical to implementation because it enables continued stakeholder input into the process (Butler, 

Monroe, and McCaffrey 2015, p. 569). Prioritization can spur action on uncontested parts of a 

management plan, while turbulence from other contested aspects of the plan are sorted out. This 

can be a strategy for facilitating positive outcomes in the face of unforeseen challenges. Ansell 

and Gash (2008) observed that achieving “small wins” can help to build trust, commitment to 

collaborative problem solving, and shared understanding . Prioritizing implementation of parts of 

the plan that have widespread buy-in can be part of generating these small wins, thus building 

collaborative problem solving capacity for the future. 

Collaborative governance is often discussed in the context of “wicked” problems (Weber 

and Khademian 2008). Wicked problems are poorly understood, with little agreement on what 

the outcomes of different possible policy solutions will be. Wicked problems also consist of 

many overlapping problems, and are relentless, meaning that it is unlikely an enduring solution 

will be discovered .  Managing catchments like the Hurunui Waiau can be thought of as a wicked 

problem, as the connection between different kinds of land use, run-off, and water quality 

outcomes are poorly understood. With evolving economic, cultural, and ecological demands for 

water, as well as the specter of future climate change, there is little doubt that there will be a need 
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for relentlessly evolving water policy. At the same time, if there is too much emphasis on 

planning and re-planning, collaborative governance can be a missed opportunity for 

implementing important policies in the present. Prioritization can act as a middle ground for 

achieving important outcomes while working toward improved management plans. 

Venue shopping 
 

 The literature on collaborative governance describes how the availability of multiple 

policy-making venues can undermine collaborative efforts and be a detriment to effective policy-

making. When there are multiple policy venues stakeholders can venue shop, or strategically 

seek out venues where they can maximize their relative advantage. 

 According to collaborative governance theory, successful consensus around mutually 

agreeable plans means that not only will participating stakeholders credibly commit to the 

collaborative institution by willingly directing their power and resources toward good faith 

cooperation, they will also commit to promoting, protecting, and enforcing such deals (Ansell 

and Gash 2008; Daniels and Walker 2001; Weber 1998).  In practice, this means that participants 

will refrain from reneging on deals once agreed and will not use private information gained 

through cooperation for their own advantage.  As participant empowerment and trust in each 

other grows, the expectation is that stakeholders will “own” their consensus agreements, thus 

creating a supportive climate for implementation. This ownership of decisions produced by 

consensus agreement is expected to reduce transaction costs by reducing resistance to 

implementation programs because stakeholders are more willing to cooperate with each other 

and comply with implementation program decisions (Weber 1998). It also means there should be 

fewer challenges to the consensus-based mutually agreed plans in the form of policy venue 

shopping (e.g., litigation). 
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What played out in the Hurunui Waiau was contrary to expectations of theory.  Important 

stakeholders did venue shop in search of improved deals for their own interests. Protracted 

litigation in the Environment Court stalled an important irrigation project for years. Several plan 

changes, such as the decoupling of higher minimum flows from expanded irrigation, and 

increased nutrient limits in the rivers, cut across important compromises in the original plan and 

increased distrust between major stakeholders. It is possible that stakeholders felt less ownership 

of the collaborative process because CWMS was imposed from the top down. Additionally, 

because there is a history of conflict, many stakeholders had more knowledge of adversarial 

venues than of collaborative processes. Both of these factors might have increased the temptation 

to not participate in the collaborative process during planning, opting instead to concentrate on 

other policy venues. 

While the literature suggests that venue shopping is less likely to happen in collaborative 

governance settings, it also suggests that when it does happen in can exacerbate power 

differences between stakeholders (Ansell and Gash 2008). This was demonstrated in the Hurunui 

Waiau case when the relatively under-resourced and poorly organized dryland farmers were 

further disadvantaged by the limitations placed on them. The “10% rule” on nutrient discharge, 

which disproportionately limits their activity compared with dairy farms, was an outcome of 

their lack of participation in the Hearing Commission process.   

However, this case demonstrates that venue shopping can have a silver lining. Venue 

shopping helped to illustrate and bring to the surface unresolved issues in the original consensus 

plan, namely the allocation of nutrients within the limits on the river among different agricultural 

interests and the tension between Environment Canterbury’s extension and regulatory roles. 

These issues have motivated more robust participation in the collaborative Zone Committee 

meetings, ultimately making it a more inclusive process. 
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Inclusivity 
 

Inclusivity is an important theme in both the collaborative governance literature and this 

case. Having a collaborative process that is inclusive of a wide range of relevant stakeholders 

helps ensure different values and information are incorporated into the planning and facilitates 

wide buy-in to the plan (Weber 2003).  However, having too many people participating in the 

process can significantly slow down decision-making and progress (Ansell and Gash 2008). 

These findings from the literature are supported by this case. 

During the critical year of coming to consensus on the ZIP there was lackluster 

participation in the meetings. This restricted the inclusivity of the collaborative Zone Committee 

process despite extensive effort put into outreach. This lack of inclusivity was a factor that 

contributed to several shortcomings in the plan because important stakeholding groups were not 

participating and thus not voicing objections to the parts of the plan they disagreed with. It is 

important to note that CWMS is different from grassroots collaborative governance efforts in that 

it was imposed from the top down by the regional government. It is plausible that top-down 

collaborative governance efforts may have more difficulties cultivating meaningfully inclusive 

participation than grassroots-led efforts, particularly at the beginning of  the process. 

As the collaborative implementation process wore on, however, participation increased 

and created a more inclusive process, which benefited the collaborative effort in two ways. In the 

short term, it brought more perspectives to the table for identifying and prioritizing actions on 

parts of the plan that had the greatest buy-in. In the long term, this also brought more voices to 

the table for negotiating future plan changes, which creates to opportunity to deliberate toward a 

more robust plan. 

Despite these benefits, having a more inclusive process made implementation more 

challenging because changes in the enacted statutory plan constrained the scope of decisions 
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could be acted on. Additionally, more participation contributed to difficult deliberation and slow 

decision-making in the working group. However, the decision to bring the group to an end 

negatively impacted the perceived inclusiveness of the process. This undermining buy-in to 

CWMS in the Hurunui Waiau catchment. This suggests there is a trade-off to reigning in 

inclusivity in favor of making faster progress towards decisions. 

Conclusion 
 

 This case lends itself to a number of policy recommendations for other collaborative 

governance efforts, particularly for other examples of government initiated collaborative 

governance trying to implement consensus-based plans: 

1. Anticipate how the collaborative venue is going to interact with other important 

policy venues. In this case, it was surprise for many that the plan was going to be 

changed so significantly during the process of making the HWRRP into statutes, a 

process where significant submissions were made by some stakeholders and not others. 

All stakeholders, but especially government officials in a government-initiated 

collaborative, must be highly sensitive to the inclusivity principle from the very start. 

Failure to get key stakeholders engaged from the start increases the risk that venue 

shopping will occur. Arguably the risk of venue shopping is greater with government-

imposed collaborative governance. Stakeholders have greater familiarity with adversarial 

policy venues and might be uncertain about collaborative governance, both of which 

might increase the temptation to venue shop. 

2. Engage in collaborative prioritization during implementation (Ansell and Gash 

2008; Weber 2012; Butler and Monroe 2015). While collaborative governance can be a 

time intensive process, the beginning of the implementation phase is a critical period 
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where unforeseen issues in the plan can become apparent. This is because the general 

logic of implementation requires that ideas, concepts and goals from any plan be turned 

into more detailed, step-by-step programs and rules that communicate exactly how such 

ideas, concepts, and goals will be achieved. This added level of detail necessarily makes 

it clear to stakeholders not only what they will have to do to achieve plan 

implementation, but also who will bear what burden in terms of implementation actions 

and costs.  By maintaining the collaborative format during implementation, stakeholders 

will know they continue to have the opportunity to work together and shape final decision 

outcomes in a way that still respects the collaborative’s commitment to mutual gain 

decisions. The Hurunui Waiau case observed this principle by focusing on successfully 

pursuing widespread buy-in that produced a number of “small wins” for the collaborative 

effort and stakeholders across the board.  In this case the shock of decoupled higher 

minimum flows was turned into an opportunity. 

3. Anticipate trade-offs between inclusivity, timely decision-making, and the 

legitimacy of the collaborative process, particularly when stakeholders have little 

experience collaborating with one another. In this case a working group was created to 

address the “10% rule”, which had high rates of participation from a range of important 

stakeholders. However, the deliberation was bogged down by the high attendance, 

important parties were unwilling to compromise in the short term, and lack of cohesion 

among one important stakeholder group. The Zone Committee decided to end the process 

after eight months, restricting the decision back to their 12 person membership. This 

scaling back of inclusivity allowed for a decision to be reached quickly, but undermined 

the legitimacy of the whole CWMS process in the eyes of stakeholders who thought the 

decision was unfair and felt their perspective was excluded. 
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Even more importantly, the artificial, legally prescribed twelve-month moratorium 

timeline that Canterbury’s Regional Commissioners forced on the Hurunui Waiau 

collaborative process ignores the trade-offs under discussion here.  Expecting that it 

will take only one year to create and build consensus around a complex water 

resource management regime was unrealistic. It is not uncommon for the trust- and 

relationship-building phase of collaborative governance arrangements to take two to 

three years or more (Weber 2012).  In this sense, the politically inspired deadline for 

successful consensus was a key reason why the agreement started to unravel early in 

the implementation process.  Had stakeholders been allowed to take longer to more 

thoroughly deliberate and negotiate amongst themselves, collaborative governance 

theory suggests that some, if not all, of the venue shopping might have been avoided 

during implementation. 

 More research understanding the dynamics during implementation can help to better 

guide collaborative governance arrangements as they try to navigate the transition from planning 

to action. An important future direction for research is identifying differences in process and 

outcomes between government initiated and grassroots collaborative governance efforts. Another 

important line of inquiry is understanding the trade-off between more a robustly inclusive 

collaborative process and timely decision-making, especially how this trade off changes over 

time as collaborative capacity grows. Furthermore, it is also important to examine them in the 

context of other policy venues that they impact and are impacted by. Lubell, Henry, and McCoy 

(2010) point out that while there is much research on collaborative groups on their own, there is 

less understanding of how collaborative governance fits into different institutional contexts. In 

this case the interaction of the collaborative institution with other policy venues significantly 

affected implementation of the collaborative plan. Additionally, future research should explore 
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how collaborative gains from “small wins” as well as big achievements contribute to resilience to 

losses (such as challenges from venue shopping).  The CWMS could continue to provide 

insightful cases for examining these and other important research direction for collaborative 

governance. For example, following how the Hurunui Waiau Zone Committee and Environment 

Canterbury handles implementation and plan changes going forward could provide important 

insights into how collaborative capacity to implement changes over time. 

 In the case of the Hurunui Waiau Zone Committee there was implementation successes, 

as well as parts of the plan where little progress has been made. A very tight timeline combined 

with lack of early participation from key stakeholders contributed to a plan that, while addressing 

some issues, inadequately addressed others. One key issue has been the allocation of allowable 

nutrient runoff between different agricultural interests in the Zone. Another one has been how 

Environment Canterbury should appropriately manage its roles as an extension resource and as a 

regulatory organization. These issues contributed to stakeholding groups seeking other venues 

for promoting their interests in the Zone’s water management. The Zone Committee facilitated 

progress on implementing the plan by prioritizing parts of the plan with widespread buy-in. 

The fallout from these issues has prompted additional participation in the collaborative 

Zone Committee process, which has facilitated a more inclusive process going forward.  Greater 

inclusivity is positive for understanding and integrating different perspectives into the plan, 

which can help anticipate potential future roadblocks and reduce risk of venue shopping. 

However, greater inclusivity can come at a cost because it can significantly slow down the 

process, especially when stakeholders have little experience working together. This was what 

happened during the Hurunui, Waiau, and Jed working group. 

Collaborative governance is increasingly seen by policy-makers as a tool for managing 

wicked problems. Collaborative governance emphasizes an inclusive, deliberative, and 
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consensus-based process and may help to better integrate a wide range of information into 

decision-making, build trust and constructive working relationships across diverse interests, and 

create incentives for building common ground and creative problem solving (Salmon 2007; 

Weber 2003; Weber 2013; Ostrom 1990). However, collaborative governance is not a silver 

bullet, and while there are many examples of collaborative success, there are also many 

examples where the process has failed to deliver sustainable outcomes (Lubell 2004; Margerum 

1999).  It is important to understand the dynamics that contribute to these successes and failures. 

Regardless of policy-making institution Implementation is an important stage in the 

policy process. Not only is implementation often when flaws in the plan become most apparent, 

but because issues and contexts change,  even the best laid plans  often struggle to find success. 

In theory, while on-going deliberation in collaborative governance can make it a more flexible, 

informed institution for handling adaptation, the length of time needed to deliberate to consensus 

can produce a significant lag. This bore out in this case, as there were many challenges during a 

first attempt to use a collaborative institution to transform difficult water conflict into a plan that 

produces on the ground action. However, some success was found because the Zone Committee 

was able to “work it out” on high-priority parts of their plan. 
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