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1 Introduction 

This Draft Final Report presents: 

(i) key findings from a Literature Review that explores the nature of people’s interactions with 

natural resources, viewed from individual and community perspectives, with special attention 

given to the concept of community vitality, viability and health (VVH); 

(ii) suggested headline indicators to be used in assessing community VVH that is relevant to 

natural resource management delivery and outcomes; 

(iii) a prospectus for how the indicators might be tested in one or more regions across Australia, 

and 

(iv) a schedule for implementing the prospectus. 

This is the final report that will be delivered to the National Land and Water Resources Audit, as part of 

URS’s commitments to the Socio-economic indicators to assess community vitality, viability and health 

for natural resource management project.   

1.1 About the Project – background 

Socio-economic indicators are required for land managers, regional organizations, and the broader 

community to assess the: 

(a) capacity of land managers to change and to adopt sustainable land management practices; 

(b) capacity of regional organisations to make NRM decisions, and 

(c) capacity of regional communities to respond to and manage NRM issues. 

1.2 Project objectives 

The objectives listed in the Consultancy Terms of Reference (ToR) are to: 

1. produce an evidence based Conceptual Framework that clarifies concepts and terminology on the 

relationship between community vitality, viability and health (VVH) and natural resource 

management (NRM) outcomes, in consultation with key stakeholders; 

2. propose initial indicators of VVH relevant to NRM, and identify appropriate measures and 

information sources, highlighting major data gaps, and  

3. develop a prospectus for future co-investment in trials of the indicators, data collection and 

reporting on VVH. 

The project’s Terms of Reference identify four key policy questions that need to be answered.   

• The relationship between community VVH and natural resources outcomes? 
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• The importance of community VVH in NRM programs? 

• The most useful measures of community VVH? 

• Measuring, analysing and reporting on community VVH? 

1.3 About the Final Report 

Section 1 introduces the objectives of the project. 

Section 2 presents the conclusions about the relationships between Community VVH and NRM based on 

a literature review completed in an earlier phase of the project. 

Section 3 presents suggested headline indicators for testing. 

Section 4 sets out approaches (prospectuses) that can be used in testing the headline indicators in regional 

Australia. 

Section 5 presents a schedule for refining the indicator list and implementing a selected prospectus. 

Section 6 lists acknowledgements and references. 

Section 7 presents that standard limitations associated with the Report. 
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2 Community VVH a nd natural reso urce ma nage ment 

This Literature Review explores the nature of people’s interactions with natural resources, viewed from 

individual and community perspectives, with special attention given to the concept of community vitality, 

viability and health (VVH).   

This is the first of four reports that will be delivered to the National Land and Water Resources Audit, as 

part of URS’s commitments to the Socio-economic indicators to assess community vitality, viability and 

health for natural resource management project.   

Findings from a review of the literature 

Communities and natural resources – the policy context 

• Australian governments (Commonwealth, State and Local are investing in regional economic 

and social development, in research and development for natural resource management (NRM), 

and in changed land use and management.   

• It appears that the investments in regional economic and social development and regional NRM 

are occurring in parallel at all levels of government, with limited linkages between the two 

streams.  The exception will be where investments in human and social capacity are being made 

to meet the needs for NRM. 

• Capacity building, including information and knowledge generation and management for NRM 

is occurring in a plethora of organisations and programs.  While some of these programs have 

been designed to operate with the regional delivery model, most have not, and instead are linked 

to industry R&D corporations, and industry organisations.  A focus on developing and 

measuring capacity in NRM needs to include this very large and complex array of organisations 

and programs. 

• The regional delivery model for NRM has received endorsement by two recent authoritative 

reviews, which have recommended continuation of the model with minor adjustments only.  It is 

concerning to note though that on eof these reviews found low engagement with primary 

industry and local government, which are important contributors to NRM and community 

viability, vitality and health.  

The nature of community viability, vitality and health (VVH) 

• There is no one definition of community that is sufficient for all purposes.  People living 

together in a location in space may comprise one community, or in the case of people with 

widely differing ‘stories’ and economic and social supports, they may comprise more than one 

community.  However, many of the factors that contribute to overall community VVH require 

contributions from these separate sectors.  For example, competent and well-resourced 

governance and access to a wide range of skills and experience are more likely to be achieved in 

a heterogenous larger local or regional population than in a more homogenous and smaller 

population. 
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• The characteristics of what make communities ‘tick’ have received abundant attention in the 

community development literature and there seems to be a high degree of commonality that 

human and social capital in a number of dimensions are what matters.  However, there is less 

attention to how this capital is built and the role of some of the underlying economic drivers in 

creating the environment where human and social capital can flourish. 

• Although there is a much theoretical literature in the area, not all of which seems to be grounded 

in observation, there is sufficient empirical support for these human and social capital factors 

being instrumental in the development of innovative, healthy and viable communities.  This 

provides a basis for choosing indicators for use in measuring community VVH.   

• The research into community VVH has not given much consideration to the role of the 

environment in which a community is located as a contributor to community well-being, nor has 

it considered the value that community VVH can provide for sound NRM.  There appears to be 

no obvious or necessary relationship.  This may in part be because the research into human 

factors in community development and NRM has rarely been closely linked.   

Community VVH as a driver of natural resource management (NRM) 

• The literature overwhelmingly states that behavioural change occurs as a function of the extent 

to which the change being considered is perceived to be in the individual’s self-interest.  In 

summary, change will occur when the individual’s motivation, the nature of the change, and the 

information supports are aligned.  Personality and human traits are important in deciding how 

an individual decides what is in his or her best interest. 

• While affecting individual behaviour may be beyond the easy reach of community influence, 

human and social capital will be important in determining how well a community makes 

decisions, the trust it has in decisions made by its own and others, and how it allocates resources 

to address problems.  Thus, human and social capital that is fostered within communities with 

high VVH is likely to contribute to better management of natural resources but at the planning 

and implementation of programs. 

• Developing organisational capacity is likely to occur more readily in communities that are rich 

in human and social capital. 

Natural resources and their management as a contributor to community VVH 

• The use of natural resources for broad-acre, capital intensive agriculture and agro-forestry is 

likely to be having a depressing impact on community VVH in those areas where this is the 

main primary driver of economic activity.  This depressing impact will result from declining 

local populations required to support this land use, and centralising of services in fewer larger 

regional centres. 

• The paradox evident in this analysis is that the very trends required to improve the ability of 

agriculture to address declining terms of trade, and to generate sufficient resources for NRM – 
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such as farm amalgamations, increased use of technology, and increased sourcing of specialist 

advice – are also the factors that will impact hardest on local community VVH. 

• Where local and regional populations are increasing their dependency on alternative sources of 

natural resource use, such as mining, oil and gas extraction (as in the rangelands) and tourism 

(as in areas of high scenic value), these trends are likely to be enhancing community VVH. 

• Trends in migration to coastal and per-urban areas is altering the rural and community fabric of 

these areas in a way that is likely to be beneficial to community VVH. 

• The aspirations and needs of Aboriginal people in their relationships between land access, land 

use and management and community development are not always being addressed adequately 

within existing institutional and organisational arrangements for land use and management in 

the rangelands.  Specialist programs funded through the regional NRM deliver model are now 

addressing some of these inadequacies. 

• Based on the evidence reviewed for this report, we suggest that the impact of the decline in the 

condition of the natural resources on local and regional community VVH has been overstated.  

While there are clearly some local and regional extreme examples, at large scale, some of the 

major natural resource problems are contributing less to declining regional fortunes than factors 

such as declining terms of trade, and changing land uses.   

Measuring community capacity 

• There is abundant experience in the design and use of indicators to measure the accepted 

elements that comprise community VVH.   

• The development of means of measuring and reporting on regional NRM organisational 

performance is well advanced, although these methodologies may not connect closely with 

some of the fundamental drivers of that performance which are community-based. 

• The task will be to consider the components of community VVH that are likely to contribute 

most to NRM performance and match these with appropriate social and economic indicators 

used in existing national and state frameworks. 

Conclusions 

The nature of community VVH 

There is reasonable consistency within the literature about what makes communities viable, vital and 

healthy.  Factors such as growing populations, availability of skills and experience, willingness to use 

external information, the quality of leadership and networks are identified in many authors’ work.  

Further, Australian, State and local governments are all involved in measuring most of these elements as 

part of a commitment to triple-bottom line progress.  This provides a solid grounding to the consideration 

of community VVH in the use and management of natural resources. 
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Linkages between community development and NRM 

The community development and NRM professions have had limited cross-fertilisation.  While the 

information on community functioning is rich in the area of how human and social capital contribute to 

healthy communities, there is much less attention given to the economic supports for the communities and 

the resultant impacts on NRM. 

Dependency of community VVH on natural resources 

The available evidence would suggest that the economic gains from the use of nature resources have 

varying impacts on natural resources.  Where the use is confined to broad-acre agriculture, the market 

forces operating on that land use are resulting in adjustments that are likely to inhibit local and sometimes 

regional community VVH.  Conversely, where there is a move towards uses of natural resources for 

tourism and amenity/ lifestyle supports, as in coastal and peri-urban areas, the evidence is for trends that 

are enhancing community VVH.  Finally, the costs of natural resource decline are likely to be having a 

marginal depressing impact on community VVH is most areas of Australia. 

Dependency of NRM on community VVH 

Individual land use and management behaviour is only indirectly affected by community VVH, which can 

operate to affect individual values that they use in considering decisions made in their own interest.  

However, there is evidence that communities with strong VVH are better at setting regional directions 

and plans for how they want their landscapes to look and to be used.  This will be particularly so in the 

management of NRM strategies, programs and investments are regional and local scale, where a depth of 

community strength will be able to support better performance in all these areas. 

Recommendations 

At this stage of the project, only three recommendations are presented. 

1. There is sufficient evidence of linkages between community VVH and NRM to proceed to 

development of indicators that can highlight nature of the linkages. 

2. This project and subsequent work can be used to define and foster the linkages between those 

people and organisations working the community VVH and NRM domains. 

3. Link indicators for the NLWRA measurement of community VVH to existing National, State and 

locally developed indicators. 
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3 Headl ine indicators of co mmunity VVH 

There is a growing body of literature and experience in the development of reporting frameworks to 

report the state of human and social well-being, the progress towards sustainability or ‘triple-bottom line’ 

objectives, and objectives for community development and social goals.  These recent developments have 

added to long-standing reporting behaviour that has occurred through publication of national accounts and 

statistics for dimensions such a demographics, economic, employment, education, health and community 

safety.  However, it is within these wider reporting frameworks that existing indicators are likely to be 

found that can contribute to an appreciation of the state and trends in a community’s overall viability, 

vitality and health (VVH). 

3.1 National reporting experience 

Commonwealth Government agencies, such as the Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource 

Economics (ABARE), the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), the Bureau of Rural Sciences (BRS), the 

Department of Environment and Heritage (DEH) and the Productivity Commission are building their 

capacity to report on the economic, environmental and social trends in Australia.   

Environment Australia1 published Are we sustaining Australia?  Report against headline indicators in 

2002 (Environment Australia 2002).  The framework was developed to measure national performance 

against the core objectives of the National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable Development (Council of 

Australian Governments 1992).   

The ABS is increasing its capacity to report on specific aspects of sustainable development such as (i) 

Indigenous health and welfare, (ii) how the nation is housed, and (iii) what Australians think about the 

environment, and (iv) how regions are functioning across economic, social and environmental domains.  

It has also begun reporting general progress through the Reporting Australia’s Progress 2004 document 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics 2004).  This report can be considered as the first ‘triple-bottom line’ 

report on Australia as a whole and as such the development of indicators for reporting community VVH 

and NRM at local and regional scale would benefit from being consistent with this national approach.  

More specific socio-economic indicators that have been developed by the National Land and Water 

Resources Audit and ABARE (2005) to measure landholder economic and social capacity.  Some of these 

indicators are shown in Error! Reference source not found.. 

Intellectual development in measuring change in community and environmental conditions is being led by 

the Commonwealth and State Governments (e.g. see DLGRD 2003), and some NGOs such as the 

Australia Institute (Hamilton and Denniss 2000).  The work being done by the Australia Institute is 

highlighting problems with conventional measures such as gross domestic or regional product (GDP) per 

capita, and is focusing on indicators that provide insights into how ‘we’ live as a community and 

individuals.  Commissioned reports have been completed for the Department of Family and Community 

Services (Black and Hughes 2001), the Department of Transport and Regional Services (Regional 

                                                      

1
 Now the Department of Environment and Heritage 
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Women’s Advisory Council 2001), and the Australian Local Government Association (National 

Economics 2002). 

Across Australia, State and Territory Governments such as Tasmania (Tasmania Together Progress Board 

2003), Victoria (Government of Victoria 2001) and the Australian Capital Territory (ACT 2003); and 

local governments such as Newcastle and Onkaparinga have developed reporting frameworks (Australia 

Institute and City of Newcastle 2000, City of Onkaparinga 2000).   

These reports follow a similar framework being based on aspirational goals or desired states, with a range 

of measures that are able to detect change in respect of the goal or the general area of interest.  Victoria’s 

approach is a little different, in that it reports an array of selected activities (e.g. number of new teachers 

employed) undertaken by Government in pursuit of the goals.  The approach is less objective than that 

taken by Tasmania or the ACT.  The Government of South Australia’s State Strategy lists 6 objectives 

and 79 targets across these objectives (Government of South Australia (2004).  Again the approach is 

mainly about being able to track what government does to drive change in desired directions.   

3.2 Existing NRM ‘capacity reporting’ frameworks 

3.2.1 Regional NRM organisations 

Mark Fenton has developed an approach for measuring the natural resource management capacity, using 

indicators shown in Table 1.  The focus is clearly on the measurement of regional NRM organisational 

status and performance, and they do not consider background community VVH factors that may be 

contributing to the NRM performance.   

Table 1:  Measuring capacity for NRM 

Headline indicator) 

(from Fenton 2004) 
Fenton 2004 

Organisational structure and composition 

Decision making 

Skills and abilities 

Quality of leadership 

NRM management 

capacity 

Organisational cohesion 

Financial capability NRM Management 

outcomes Personnel management 

Planning and management knowledge 

Scientific knowledge 

Technical and expert advice 

Funding submissions and investment 

strategies 

Program capacity 

Program specific staff 
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Environmental controls 

Interaction with government and semi-

government organisations, (ii) local 

governments and (iii) community 

 

Fenton and Rickert (2006) continued the development of this indicator set in publishing a quantitative 

survey instrument to capture the data from stakeholders involved directly in regional NRM delivery.  

They have since published an initial use of the instrument to assess the performance of the regional NRM 

organisations in Queensland (Fenton and Rickert 2006b).  The instrument enables individual regional 

NRM organisations to benchmark their indices of performance  

3.2.2 Landholders 

At landholder level, ABARE (2005) has recently put forward a framework for developing economic and 

social indicators for Australian agriculture.  This is being done within the Signposts project which ‘is 

aimed at developing a framework for reporting on the contribution of agriculture to ecologically 

sustainable development in Australia.’ (p.3).  Indicators are suggested across: 

• economic outcomes – total factor productivity, farm business profit, farmland value; 

• human capital – number of farm accidents, level of education and training, and 

• social capital outcomes – employment. 

A recent test of these indicators is that  

3.3 Indicators for the relationship between community VVH and 

NRM 
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Table 2:  Suggested headline indicators for the relationship between community VVH and NRM 

NRM program logics Community VVH and NRM 

NAP Program 

logic area* 

NHT Program logic 

area** 
VVH components Desirable contribution to NRM Indicators (and suggested sources) 

Achievement 

(outcomes) – capacity 

building and 

institutional change. 

Administrative 

capacity 

Infrastructure and 

services 

Local and regional governance has 

NRM as core activity, and it is 

delivered according to sound plans 

(lagging indicators) 

• Inclusion of NRM requirements in statutory local and 

regional land use plans (ALGA? Planning agencies?) 

• Investment (monetary and non-monetary) leveraged by 

local and regional communities from other sources – 

state and Australian governments, corporate (Regional 

NRM Group records?) 

• Local and regional government investment in NRM as 

proportion of total investment (LGA records?) 

Change (intermediate 

outcomes) – improved 

decision-making 

capability, institutional 

responsiveness. 

Managerial capacity, 

leadership 

Economic strength 

and resilience 

Organisational 

supports 

The local and regional community 

has sufficient managerial and 

leadership capacity to commit to 

sound decision-making in NRM, and 

is sufficiently strong and resilient to 

be able to act on those decisions. 

(Lagging and leading indicators) 

• Inclusion of NRM in local and regional government 

strategic plans (ALGA? BTRE?) 

• Levels of local and regional employment in NRM 

(Regional NRM groups? LGA records?) 

• MOUs established for NRM delivery by third parties – 

universities, state agencies, corporates (Regional NRM 

Groups, LGAs) 

• Local and regional governance resources (ALGA?) 

• Index of economic diversity (BTRE, ABS) 

Enabling regional 

communities  

Actions (outputs) – on-

ground actions and 

reforms, development 

of institutions. 

‘Spare’ resources 

Internal and external 

networks 

inclusiveness 

The community is able and willing to 

commit a diversity of social and 

community resources to NRM and 

can use its networks to build 

capacity. 

(Mainly leading indicators) 

• Per-capita income (BTRE) 

• Income distribution (ABS) 

• Indicators of financial pressures (BTRE) 

• Effectiveness of information networks (ABS) 

• Volunteer activity in NRM (BTRE?) 

• Social capital indices (ABS, BTRE) 
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NRM program logics Community VVH and NRM 

• Internal and external promotion of environmental 

values and issues (Regional NRM Groups) 

• Index of telecommunications availability (BTRE) 

• Indigenous participation in wider community life – e.g. 

employment, government (ABS, BTRE) 

Motivating 

regional 

communities 

(leading 

indicators) 

Foundations (activities) 

– generation of 

knowledge, 

infrastructure 

development. 

enhancement of skills 

and awareness, 

engaging communities 

and stakeholders 

Diversity and 

availability of skills, 

knowledge and 

experience 

Attitudes and values, 

commitment to place 

Inclusiveness 

Population mobility 

The community is committed to 

sound NRM, has access to and is able 

to use available skills, knowledge 

and experience in NRM planning, 

and welcomes new people and 

perspectives. 

(Leading indicators) 

• Remoteness index (BTRE) 

• Local and regional demographic trends (ABS) 

• Net migration of youth (NLWRA) 

• Employment type – as in professional vv manual 

(ABS) 

• Type of residence – as in owner-occupied vv rental 

(ABS) 

• Quality of physical environment (BTRE) 

• Environmental attitudes and values (ABS) 

• Organisations represented locally that have an NRM 

focus (Regional NRM Groups) 

*  from:  NAP M&E core documents (2003) 

** from: Webb et al.  (2004) 
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4 Testing the indicators - suggested pros pectuses 

 

4.1 Selection of regions 

Suggest four regions for testing indicators. 

4.1.1 A metropolitan region 

Swan Catchment, Port Phillip and Western Port Bay, Sydney Metro, South East Queensland 

4.1.2 A ‘seachange’ region 

Corangamite, Southern Rivers, Northern Rivers, Wet Tropics, South West WA 

4.1.3 A well populated rural region 

Namoi, Central West NSW, Goulburn-Broken, Burnett-Mary 

4.1.4 A sparsely populated rural region. 

Desert Channels, South Australian Rangelands, Aboriginal Lands, Western NSW, Eyre Peninsula. 
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5 Testing the indicators - an implementation sc hedule 
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7 Limitations 

URS Australia Pty Ltd (URS) has prepared this report for the use of the National Land and Water 

Resources Audit in accordance with the usual care and thoroughness of the consulting profession.  It is 

based on generally accepted practices and standards at the time it was prepared.  No other warranty, 

expressed or implied, is made as to the professional advice included in this report.  It is prepared in 

accordance with the scope of work and for the purpose outlined in the Proposal dated 18 August 2006. 

The methodology adopted and sources of information used by URS are outlined in this report.  URS has 

made no independent verification of this information beyond the agreed scope of works and URS assumes 

no responsibility for any inaccuracies or omissions.  No indications were found during our investigations 

that information contained in this report as provided to URS was false. 

This report was prepared in March and April 2007 and is based on the conditions encountered and 

information reviewed at the time of preparation.  URS disclaims responsibility for any changes that may 

have occurred after this time. 

This report should be read in full.  No responsibility is accepted for use of any part of this report in any 

other context or for any other purpose or by third parties.  This report does not purport to give legal 

advice. Legal advice can only be given by qualified legal practitioners.  


