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To Close, The Headland 
Ruakere Hond 
 
 
The Movement 
Shaking deep with, shuddering to the foundations 
There is a tangible rupture, an intangible disturbance  
Molten and fluid urging to burst forth 
Shivering quakes, scorching lava 
Rock and stone, reverberating, rumbling 
The earth opened up, the earth fractured  
The movement of a mountain 
 
Flowing water 
The catchment of water from above 
Pierced up within the sky, frozen at altitude, 
A white cloak, water in purest form 
Seeping down, forming droplets, now cascading 
Sculpting, grinding and honing, fracturing and shattering 
Scouring and eroding to ever smaller fragments 
Rushing torrents, ceaseless flow, my waterways formed  
 
The Proliferation  
Established water sources, established communities 
Multitudes cover the land, proliferating 
New vigorous growth, thriving spread of growth 
From sodden wetlands, perpetual springs 
Rivers gouging, river-mouths silt-laden   
Ceaseless tides along lands buttress, rugged cliffs, 
The cape upon which these waka settled 
Affirming the presence of people  
Identity imbedded within the people, within the land  
 
Where does this pillar stand? It is here! 
Everyone, make it so!  
 
 
 
Ruakere Hond, WharehokaSmith: Kūreitanga II IV exhibition  
2019 Govett-Brewster Art Gallery. 
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Abstract  
 
This research is situated at the intersection of three highly complex and important spaces for 
the sustainability of Aotearoa New Zealand. The spaces of freshwater, conservation and dairy 
farming have become increasingly overlapping, contested and politicised over the last two 
decades, as the dairy industry has expanded and intensified beyond limits, with a raft of 
environmental impacts, most notably freshwater degradation. Balancing exploitative industries 
and economic growth with environmental concern, sustainability and conservation has long 
been contentious here. Arguably, these tensions are heightened, and more emotive than ever in 
the freshwater space, which is of great importance and value to many New Zealander’s identity. 
Parallel to this situation, we have also seen some significant shifts in conservation approaches 
in recent years. Akin to global conservation trends, the Department of Conservation (DOC) 
would appear to be pursuing approaches aligned with neoliberal conservation, in the form of 
public-private partnerships. These signal some significant shifts and blurring of the roles and 
responsibilities for DOC and the private sector in conservation.  
 
The central subject of this research, the Living Water (LW) Program, a DOC and Fonterra 
partnership, encapsulates and operates at the intersection of these complex issues. In this 
research I use an interpretivist paradigm with open-ended informal interviews to understand 
the different narratives woven around these complex issues, and how different stakeholders 
perceive and understand the issues related to this research. The use of case studies allows for 
comparison of two LW program sites, and a deeper understanding of the participant’s 
experiences. This allows us to consider the potential, limitations and risks of pursuing this 
approach for conservation in complex spaces and gives us insight into the diverse experiences 
and perspectives held by stakeholders in this space.  
 
In isolation, LW appears to be positive, relatively successful and a potential mechanism by 
which tensions can be navigated and dichotomous narratives across different stakeholders can 
work together. However, we cannot divorce this from the broader, philosophical and practical 
concerns around what neoliberal approaches mean for the future of conservation here in 
Aotearoa NZ. These include greenwashing, risk to DOC of regulatory capture and 
manipulation by the private partner, operational challenges and the overarching idea that these 
approaches simply allow the status quo to exist; which arguably is not what will result in 
transformative change for the conservation or sustainability space in Aotearoa NZ. I argue that 
while these partnership arrangements may have some benefit, this justifies an important and 
ongoing role for New Zealanders passionate about conservation and the environment, to 
continually be asking questions of these institutions and holding them to account, aligned with 
our expectations of the future that we envisage.   
 
 
 
 
 
  



 v 

Acknowledgements  
 
Firstly, I want to thank my supervisor, Doug. I’ve found this whole academic research space 
pretty challenging and confusing at times. I am so grateful to you for guiding me along this 
path; your ongoing tolerance of my overthinking and indecisiveness, your support, patience, 
advice and clever words are so so appreciated.  
 
To Nee, Alisha, Lucy, Bex, Skip, Dave, Mitch and Jule. Wooooweee, I won’t lie I’m glad to 
be leaving this office we’ve all shared for so long, but I can’t imagine a better crew to have 
gone through this journey with. You’re all lovely, compassionate, strong, fun and clever 
people, I’m so proud of you all and I can’t wait to see what we get up to in the years to come.  
 
The Geography Department is a special wee bubble. A relaxed place of fun, acceptance and 
freedom to explore the ideas and things we’re passionate about. I want to also thank the past 
and present people who do so much for us, and make it the place it is; Christine, Marlene, 
Sandra and Ben.  
 
To my incredible and compassionate friends and family, near and far, thank you for your 
unconditional love and endless support. Thanks for grounding me, giving me perspective when 
I need it, and sharing with me in all the ups and downs. I’m so lucky.  
 
This research has involved a range of people from across Aotearoa, and it has been such a cool 
experience to meet and talk to so many interesting and passionate people. Thank you for taking 
the time and welcoming me into your workplaces and homes to share your work, passions and 
ideas. I really got a sense that we all, more or less, want the same thing for the future of our 
environment and communities. While we might all have different backgrounds and values, and 
our envisaged pathways for getting there might look a little different, I left every conversation 
feeling inspired by the passionate people doing their part for this huge puzzle that is the future 
sustainability of our place. I also particularly want to thank Sarah and Nicki. Your ongoing 
support and interest has been incredible and is much appreciated.  
 
Above all else, the last two or so years have been an immense reminder of privilege. By some 
happy accident of birth, I am one of the lucky ones; I have the insane privilege of being able to 
study and explore whatever pathway in life I wish. There are many reasons why this is the case, 
but Mum and Dad, a lot of it is down to you. I honestly cannot recall a time growing up where 
I’ve even considered that there might be something I couldn’t do if I put my mind to it. This is 
thanks to the love, support, acceptance, commitment and adventure you, my fiercely loving 
parents, have worked so hard to give Annie and I (and the heated debates around the dinner 
table probably helped spark my imagination too…!). Thank you thank you thank you. I hope 
that I never take this privilege for granted, and that I always strive to use it for good.  
 
  



 vi 

Table of Contents  
 

 

ABSTRACT ........................................................................................................................................IV 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS .....................................................................................................................V 

TABLE OF CONTENTS ........................................................................................................................VI 

GLOSSARY- TE REO MĀORI............................................................................................................... IX 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS ................................................................................................................... X 

LIST OF FIGURES AND TABLES .......................................................................................................... XI 

LIST OF FIGURES ............................................................................................................................. XI 
LIST OF TABLES .............................................................................................................................. XI 

CHAPTER 1 : INTRODUCTION ......................................................................................................... 1 

1.1 FRESHWATER IN AOTEAROA NZ ............................................................................................ 1 
1.1.1 FRESHWATER AND DAIRY INTENSIFICATION. ..................................................................................... 1 
1.2 CONSERVATION IN AOTEAROA NEW ZEALAND ...................................................................... 2 
1.3 FRESHWATER, DAIRY AND CONSERVATION- INTERSECTING SPACES .................................... 5 
1.4 THE LIVING WATER PROGRAM (LW) .................................................................................... 6 
1.5 TIMELY QUESTIONS AND DISCUSSIONS… ................................................................................ 8 
1.6 OVERVIEW OF THE THESIS ...................................................................................................... 9 

CHAPTER 2 : INTRODUCING CONSERVATION ............................................................................... 14 

2.1 INTRODUCTION...................................................................................................................... 14 
2.2 ORIGINS OF THE CONSERVATION MOVEMENT. ..................................................................... 14 
2.3 THE CONSERVATION MOVEMENT IN AOTEAROA NEW ZEALAND. ........................................ 15 
2.3.1 THE DEPARTMENT OF CONSERVATION, TE PAPA ATAWHAI (DOC). .................................................... 17 
2.4 TRENDS IN CONSERVATION ................................................................................................... 18 
2.4.1 PROTECTED AREAS (PAS). ......................................................................................................... 18 
2.4.2 COMMUNITY-BASED CONSERVATION (CBC) .................................................................................. 20 
2.4.3 CO-MANAGEMENT ARRANGEMENTS............................................................................................. 23 
2.4.4 NEOLIBERAL CONSERVATION, ‘NEW’ CONSERVATION SCIENCE AND WHAT ROLE FOR PARTNERSHIPS? .......... 25 
2.5 CONCLUSION ......................................................................................................................... 35 

CHAPTER 3 : FRESHWATER, CONSERVATION AND DAIRY FARMING… INTERSECTING SPACES..... 37 



 vii 

3.1 INTRODUCTION...................................................................................................................... 37 
3.2 THE FRESHWATER SPACE IN AOTEAROA NEW ZEALAND ..................................................... 38 
3.2.1 MĀORI PERSPECTIVES OF WATER IN AOTEAROA. ............................................................................. 39 
3.2.2 WATER AS A RESOURCE AND COMMODITY- PRODUCTIVIST ATTITUDES AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT. ....... 45 
3.2.3 STATE OF FRESHWATER ECOSYSTEMS. ........................................................................................... 47 
3.3 CHANGING LAND-USES… THE INTENSIFICATION AND EXPANSION OF DAIRY FARMING. ...... 49 
3.3.1 THE EVOLUTION OF THE DAIRY INDUSTRY IN AOTEAROA NEW ZEALAND. .............................................. 49 
3.3.2 LINKING DAIRY INTENSIFICATION AND ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION. ............................................... 51 
3.3.3 POLITICISATION OF THE DAIRY INDUSTRY (AND DAIRY FARMERS). ........................................................ 57 
3.4 CONCLUSION ......................................................................................................................... 60 

CHAPTER 4 : THE RESEARCH APPROACH ...................................................................................... 62 

4.1 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK ................................................................................................. 62 
4.2 RESEARCH METHODS............................................................................................................ 63 
4.2.1 THE USE OF CASE STUDIES. ......................................................................................................... 65 
4.2.2 CASE STUDY: THE LIVING WATER PROGRAM, A PARTNERSHIP BETWEEN DOC AND FONTERRA. ................. 66 
4.2.3 PARTICIPANT IDENTIFICATION. .................................................................................................... 74 
4.2.4 SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS. ................................................................................................. 76 
4.2.5 DATA ANALYSIS- TRANSCRIPTION AND CODING. .............................................................................. 78 
4.3 POSITIONALITY AND REFLEXIVITY ....................................................................................... 78 
4.4 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS ................................................................................................... 80 
4.4.1 ENGAGING WITH RŪNANGA AND IWI. ........................................................................................... 81 
4.5 CONCLUSION ......................................................................................................................... 83 

CHAPTER 5 : NEOLIBERAL CONSERVATIONS IN AOTEAROA NEW ZEALAND? ............................... 84 

5.1 INTRODUCTION...................................................................................................................... 84 
5.2 NEOLIBERALISM AND REFORM IN AOTEAROA NEW ZEALAND............................................. 85 
5.2.1 NEOLIBERALISM IN THE ENVIRONMENTAL SPACE, AOTEAROA NZ. ....................................................... 86 
5.2.2 NEOLIBERALISM IN THE ENVIRONMENTAL REGULATORY AND LEGISLATIVE SPACE..................................... 88 
5.3 NEOLIBERAL AND ‘NEW’ CONSERVATIONS. .......................................................................... 90 
5.3.1 ARGUMENTS ADVOCATING FOR NEOLIBERAL APPROACHES TO CONSERVATION. ...................................... 91 
5.3.2 ARGUMENTS OPPOSING NEOLIBERAL CONSERVATION APPROACHES AND PERCEIVED RISKS. ..................... 101 
5.4 CONCLUSION. ...................................................................................................................... 108 

CHAPTER 6 : SHIFTING ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES: BOTH CHALLENGE AND OPPORTUNITY FOR 
PARTNERSHIPS. ............................................................................................................................. 110 

6.1 INTRODUCTION.................................................................................................................... 110 
6.2 THE ROLE OF THE STATE IN CONSERVATION; THE DEPARTMENT OF CONSERVATION, TE 
PAPA ATAWHAI (DOC). ................................................................................................................. 110 
6.2.1 WIDENING THE SCOPE… A REPOSITIONING OF THE ROLE OF DOC. .................................................... 111 
6.2.2 THE DEPARTMENT OF CONSERVATION OFF PUBLIC CONSERVATION LAND (PCL)? ................................ 115 
6.2.3 CREATING SPACE FOR DIFFERENT FORMS OF ADVOCACY. ................................................................. 117 
6.3 SHIFTING ROLES WITHIN THE PRIVATE SECTOR? ............................................................... 120 
6.3.1 CHALLENGING HOW WE PERCEIVE BUSINESS. ................................................................................ 121 
6.3.2 CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY, SOCIAL LICENCE TO OPERATE AND GREENWASHING… BLURRED LINES.
 122 



 viii 

6.4 CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES OF SHIFTING ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES IN PUBLIC-
PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS FOR CONSERVATION. ............................................................................ 129 
6.4.1 CHALLENGES OF PARTNERSHIPS AS EXPERIENCED IN THE LIVING WATER PROGRAM. .............................. 129 
6.4.2 OPPORTUNITIES OF PARTNERSHIPS AS EXPERIENCED IN THE LIVING WATER PROGRAM........................... 136 
6.5 CONCLUSION ....................................................................................................................... 140 

CHAPTER 7 : FINDING COMMON VALUE AND BRIDGING THE          CONSERVATION: FARMING 
DICHOTOMY THROUGH THE LIVING WATER PROGRAM. .............................................................. 142 

7.1 INTRODUCTION.................................................................................................................... 142 
7.2 POLITICISATION AOTEAROA NZ’S FRESHWATER SPACE.................................................... 143 
7.2.1 PARTICIPANTS EXPERIENCES OF POLITICISATION OF THE DAIRY INDUSTRY. ........................................... 143 
7.2.2 BLAME AND RESPONSIBILITY. .................................................................................................... 145 
7.3 EXPERIENCES OF THE LIVING WATER PARTNERSHIP; COMPARING WAITUNA AND 
ARARIRA/LII. ............................................................................................................................... 148 
7.3.1 LOCAL POLITICS AND HISTORICAL PERCEPTIONS/RELATIONSHIPS. ....................................................... 148 
7.4 CONSERVATION AND FARMING DICHOTOMY… BRIDGING THE GAP? ................................. 154 
7.4.1 INSTITUTIONAL PERCEPTIONS… FINDING COMMON VALUE AND EDUCATION THROUGH THE LIVING WATER 
PROGRAM. ....................................................................................................................................... 155 
7.4.2 BRIDGING THE GAP? CHALLENGING THE FARMING: CONSERVATION DICHOTOMY THROUGH THE LIVING WATER 
PROGRAM. ....................................................................................................................................... 163 
7.5 CONCLUSION ....................................................................................................................... 167 

CHAPTER 8 : CONCLUSION ......................................................................................................... 169 

8.1 SUMMARY OF THIS RESEARCH ............................................................................................ 169 
8.2 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH................................................................................ 173 
8.3 CLOSING STATEMENT AND PERSONAL REFLECTION. .......................................................... 174 

CHAPTER 9 : BIBLIOGRAPHY ...................................................................................................... 176 

APPENDICES .................................................................................................................................. 185 

APPENDIX 1- INFORMATION SHEETS AND CONSENT FORMS ........................................................ 185 
APPENDIX 2- ETHICS B APPROVAL............................................................................................... 195 
APPENDIX 3- NGĀI TAHU RESEARCH CONSULTATION COMMITTEE ........................................... 196 
APPENDIX 4- LISTS OF INTERVIEW DISCUSSION THEMES............................................................. 198 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 ix 

Glossary- Te Reo Māori  
 
Aotearoa- Māori name for New Zealand. 
 
Atua- God, deity, supernatural being. 
 
Awa- River, stream, creek. 
 
Hapū- Kinship group, clan, tribe, subtribe and pregnant. 
 
Iwi- Extended kinship group, tribe. 
 
Kaitiaki- Minder, trustee, guardian, keeper. 
 
Kaitiakitanga- The act of guardianship, stewardship, trustee. 
 
Karakia- Ritual, chant, to recite a prayer.  
 
Mahinga kai- Garden, cultivation, food-gathering place.  
 
Mana- prestige, authority, control, power, influence. 
 
Mauri- life force, vital essence, life principle.  
 
Papatūānuku- Earth, earthmother. 
 
Pākehā- New Zealander of European descent. 
 
Rangi-nui- The Sky Father- atua of the sky. 
 
Rūnanga- Council, tribal council, iwi authority.  
 
Tangata Whenua- People of the land. Used to refer to indigenous Māori.  
 
Te ao Māori- ‘the Māori world’.  
 
Te Papa Atawhai- Māori name for the Department of Conservation.  
 
Tino rangatiratanga- Self-determination, sovereignty, autonomy. 
 
Whakataukī- Proverb, significant saying. 
 
Whakapapa- Genealogy, genealogical table, lineage, descent.  
 
Whenua- Land, ground, placenta.   
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Chapter 1 : Introduction 
 
1.1 Freshwater in Aotearoa NZ  
 
The freshwater space in Aotearoa New Zealand has long been a complex space of contestation, 

where different perspectives, values and ways of knowing and understanding the environment 

converge. We are incredibly fortunate to have a range of diverse freshwater ecosystems, rich 

in biodiversity and history. Aotearoa is renowned around the world for pristine rivers and lakes, 

and over time this has formed a deep sense of pride and identity for many New Zealanders. 

From glaciers to trickling mountain streams, rivers to estuaries, rich ecosystems have for 

generations been the foundation of life, value and recreation for communities (Department of 

Conservation, 2019a). Healthy ecosystems support habitat for an array of freshwater species 

and plants, which in turn provide for a diversity of native birds and insects. We value these 

spaces for many reasons. The indigenous people of this land, tangata whenua, have an 

incredibly unique, rich and embedded relationship with freshwater ecosystems (Williams, 

2006). Generational practices of fishing, hunting and exploring, ‘ecosystem services’; the 

benefit we as human gain from these ecosystems for hydropower, irrigation, economic growth 

and so on. Many New Zealanders feel their identity and wellbeing is connected deeply to their 

ability to access and enjoy these thriving ecosystems for their intrinsic value (Ginn, 2008).  

 

These ecosystems are under threat, however; this is well known and accepted across our 

country, and increasingly globally too; a threat to our global and national identity (Joy et al., 

2018). As I will argue in this thesis, while there are many different narratives and values placed 

on freshwater ecosystems, the dominant narrative which has shaped our management and use 

of freshwater as a resource has progressively contributed to the environments decline. A focus 

on and attitude of productivism and neoliberal ideology has for a long-time shaped Aotearoa 

NZ’s land-use and management, whereby resources are seen as a commodity, to be bought, 

sold and developed for the sheer purpose of development and economic growth (Jay, 2007; 

Memon and Kirk, 2012).  

 

1.1.1 Freshwater and dairy intensification. 
 
Alongside this attitude of productivism, since the late 20th century, we have seen rapid 

expansion and intensification of the dairy industry, to a point where it is now one of our largest 
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economic sectors. This economic contribution has not come without major land transformation 

and hugely significant environmental costs however, particularly for freshwater ecosystems 

and loss of biodiversity. Many would argue, that the dairy industry, has long outgrown the 

ability of our environment to sustain it (Foote, Joy and Death, 2015).  

 

The regulatory and legislative space in which this industry has been operating and growing, is 

arguably shaped by widespread neoliberal reform throughout Aotearoa NZ from the 1980s 

onwards. The Resource Management Act (RMA) 1991 is the main regulatory tool used to 

consider environmental impact and resource use for development, and arguably is the product 

of neoliberal ideology at the time (Thomas and Bond, 2016). As such, some scholars have 

argued that under particular governments, the RMA has been used as a mechanism by which 

to streamline development, failing to consider the environmental implications and cumulative 

impact of developments, most notably in this case, dairy farming expansion and intensification 

(Memon and Kirk, 2012; Memon and Skelton, 2007). Alongside this, dissenting groups within 

the RMA advocacy and submissions process have been restricted, most significantly DOC’s 

ability to advocate under the recent nine-year period of National-led government. This has 

arguably consolidated the flaws of the RMA systems under which dairy farming has flourished.   

 

Since the ‘Dirty Dairying’ campaign of 2002, a public awakening of sorts, there have been 

clear links drawn between dairy expansion and intensification, and freshwater ecosystem 

degradation (Holland, 2014). As this thesis will explore, as many New Zealanders and 

environmental groups have become increasingly concerned about the future sustainability of 

our environment, the freshwater space had become progressively politicised, complex and 

contested. In the 2017 elections, freshwater was at the forefront of political parties campaigns. 

In response to this pressure, major industry players such as Fonterra have started to shift and 

take responsibility, and we can trace these various attempts to engage in the freshwater 

conservation space, along a trajectory, as this thesis will show.  

 

1.2 Conservation in Aotearoa New Zealand 
 
Alongside the shifts outlined above, arguably conservation has become increasingly important 

at the intersection of the freshwater and dairy spaces. Conservation has a rich history in 

Aotearoa New Zealand, and again for many Kiwis, ideas of wilderness and nature provide a 

deep sense of identity (Ginn, 2008). The conservation movement from the 1970s onwards 
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brought together a wide range of New Zealanders with collective concerns about the priorities 

of resource exploitation and economic growth, over the preservation and conservation of the 

country’s biodiversity and wild spaces (Levine, 2012; Salmon, 2013). Highly visible 

campaigns during this time, such as the contestation over the raising of Lake Manapouri gained 

a great deal of attention and support, resulting in widespread campaigning and the 

consolidation of a new wave of environmental politics and some major institutional changes. 

The movement was widely successful and is considered by many to be the point at which 

conservation became embedded within our country’s culture.  

 

The institutional face of this movement is the Department of Conservation (DOC), Te Papa 

Atawhai, established in 1987 because of decades of campaigning. Under the Conservation Act 

1987, DOC among many other functions, manages some 30% of our country’s land as Public 

Conservation Land (PCL), on behalf of all New Zealanders (Salmon, 2013). The mandate of 

DOC goes much broader than just managing PCL however; another important role is advocacy 

within legislative processes. DOC has a specific mandate to advocate for the conservation of 

natural and historical resources, through legislation such as the RMA (Department of 

Conservation, 2002). The ability of DOC to fulfil this important role has varied through 

successive governments, for example as mentioned previously, many have argued that in the 

recent nine years of National government, DOC’s advocacy was constrained because it did not 

align with the business-growth agenda of the government at the time.  

 

Given the fact that freshwater ecosystems do not fit within PCL borders, the relationship of 

DOC with the freshwater conservation space has always been quite different to their dominant 

conservation approach, and their advocacy role has been particularly important here 

(Department of Conservation, 2019a). However, given the seriously degraded states of 

freshwater ecosystems, conservation is clearly increasingly crucial in the freshwater space.  

Conservation approaches here in Aotearoa NZ have evolved alongside global trends, from a 

heavily Protected Areas approach, to Community-based conservation and ideas of co-

management (West, Igoe and Brockington, 2006). More recently, as the issues around dairy 

and freshwater have intensified, we have seen shifts and restructures in DOC which arguably 

align with broader neoliberal conservation approaches seen globally (Igoe and Brockington, 

2007). The institutional outcome of neoliberal conservation is often public-private 

partnerships, and it is in this form that we see DOC shifting into these new approaches 
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(Department of Conservation, 2013b). Throughout this process, DOC has arguably taken an 

increasingly business-adjacent approach in conjunction with pursuing public-private 

partnerships. Scholars have discussed this as the third ‘phase’ of neoliberal roll out in Aotearoa 

which was characterised by the ‘partnering state’, and it would appear that this has in part, 

created the impetus for a shift towards partnerships for conservation within DOC (Larner and 

Butler, 2005, pg. 91).  

 

One of the key themes in the literature about neoliberal conservations and partnerships, is 

discussion around changes in governance, roles and responsibilities within spaces that would 

traditionally be thought about as the preserve of the government (Van Huijstee, Francken and 

Leroy, 2007). This is interesting to consider in the context of DOC. Generally, most New 

Zealanders would think about DOC as being the ones who manage our National Parks; the 

tracks, the huts and facilities, along with things like pest and weed control. When we think 

‘conservation’ in Aotearoa NZ, many of us probably think about these National Parks. Indeed, 

much of the Department’s work is focused in these highly biodiverse and valuable areas, 

alongside a host of native species protection programs. However, as we will see, the shifts that 

are outlined above, are fairly significant for DOC and this dominant idea of conservation. It 

would appear that by entering into public-private partnerships, there’s an opportunity for DOC 

to start to position itself more as an enabler, facilitator and supporter of others to do 

conservation. Outside of their mandated responsibilities and as part of these shifts, DOC 

appears to be somewhat loosening the reigns; “businesses are more capable and motivated to 

undertake conservation independently of DOC” (Department of Conservation, 2016 pg. 14). 

 

These neoliberal approaches have been widely critiqued and discussed in the literature, 

advocated by some and contested by others. Generally, these new approaches are advocated 

for on the basis that conservation requires more support, resources, and a more human-centric 

approach to appeal to more stakeholders, in order to be successful. This means putting an 

economic/human lens on conservation and bringing in business and private sector actors 

(Marvier, 2014). Those who contest new conservation approaches most often do so on the basis 

that these changes will skew the focus from conservation, and result in comprises and trade-

offs being made (Soulé, 2013). Whether DOC’s shift in strategy towards these new approaches 

is an extension of neoliberal reform in Aotearoa New Zealand, or simply a way to include more 

actors within conservation is contested and will be further explored in this thesis.  
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1.3 Freshwater, Dairy and Conservation- Intersecting spaces  
 
Given the apparent inability of the dairy industry to internalise environmental impact as it has 

expanded and intensified, the perceived dichotomy between farming and freshwater 

conservation has been growing over time (Foote, Joy and Death, 2015). This is accompanied 

by the fact that it has become a highly politicised and emotive space, with a multitude of 

competing narratives, perspectives, and values at play across many different stakeholders 

(Strack, 2018). As such, there is no doubt that where freshwater, the dairy industry and 

conservation intersect is complex, contested and timely for conversations about Aotearoa New 

Zealand’s future sustainability.  

 

In some ways, the trade-offs and contestations in this space go to the heart of what has been a 

long-time tension in Aotearoa New Zealand. We are a nation where many people have a deep 

sense of value for wilderness, an environmental and conservation consciousness, and as has 

been discussed already, many New Zealanders place much of their identity in this connection 

to and pride for our whenua- I know that I certainly do (Ginn, 2008). Alongside this, we are 

also an agricultural nation, and have been for many generations since early European 

colonisation. This too is a huge source of pride and identity for many New Zealanders, a sense 

that as a small and geographically isolated country, we have an important place on the world 

stage, and our role as hard-working Kiwis is to ‘feed the world’ (Duncan, 2013; Duncan, 2017). 

There have always been tensions in the attempt to balance these two things, but arguably with 

the nature of the freshwater and conservation space and the sheer scale at which the dairy 

industry has come to dominate land-use, these tensions are recently more heightened, 

exaggerated and emotive.  

 

Within this context, then, there is one public-private conservation partnership which 

encapsulates and operates at the intersection of these complex issues. This is the Living Water 

Program, a partnership between two arguably unlikely partners; DOC and Fonterra. The 

following will introduce the details of this partnership, before discussing its relevance in this 

space and in this research.   
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1.4 The Living Water Program (LW) 
 

“A sustainable dairy industry is part of healthy functioning ecosystems that enrich the lives 

of all New Zealanders” Living Water vision (Living Water, 2018 p.2). 

 

The Living Water Program is a formal partnership between Fonterra and the Department of 

Conservation (DOC). Signed in 2013, it commits $20 million over 10-years towards 

conservation within sensitive dairying catchments. With DOC and Fonterra staff working 

alongside each other in the field, along with farmers, iwi, councils and communities, the 

partnership aims to “implement game changing and scalable solutions that enable farming and 

freshwater ecosystems to thrive together” (Living Water, 2018 p. 1). The $20 million 

contributed by Fonterra for this vision will go towards together achieving catchment-wide 

biodiversity outcomes on Fonterra farmland and DOC Public Conservation Land (PCL) 

(Ozarski, 2015). One of the central focuses of the partnership is to be a ‘champion of change’, 

trialling and co-designing solutions which show that freshwater conservation and farming can 

co-exist, before up-scaling them across the whole country.  

 

The LW Program states three strategic objectives;  

1. Restore freshwater ecosystems and build resilience on and off farm;  

2. Accelerate environmentally sustainable farming practices and;  

3. Work with key partners, farmers, iwi and communities to demonstrate game-changing 

solutions that can be taken to scale locally and nationally.  

 

Five dairying regions around Aotearoa New Zealand, where Fonterra farms are active and the 

receiving environments sensitive, were chosen as pilot sites for the partnership (as shown on 

Figure 1.1). Guided by the partnership’s vision and strategic objectives the teams at each site 

work towards actions that are suitable for the given context, receiving environment and 

community. 

 

The partnership is guided by the Steering Committee who act similarly to a governance group, 

having input into the overall vision and strategy on the program, as well as vetting and advising 

on local projects and actions. The day to day organisation of the LW Program is overseen by a 

National Manager, along with North and South Island managers. At a local level, the strategy, 

actions and implementation is carried out by the site team, which is primarily made up by DOC 
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and Fonterra ground staff, with input differing between sites; from local rūnanga, 

regional/district councils, farmers and other community groups and research institutions.  

 

DOC formally administer the program and the contribution from the organisation is in the form 

of staff and technical and conservation expertise. DOC funds the equivalent of one full time 

staff member for each site, along with several freshwater advisor’s time and a significant 

contribution to staff on the steering committee. Fonterra’s contribution is predominately in the 

form of resource, with the $20 million to be used across the five sites over ten years, at 

approximately $2 million per year. Fonterra also contribute staff time, one Sustainable 

Dairying Advisor (SDA) playing the role of Fonterra site lead in each of the catchments. 

Additionally, several Fonterra staff sit on the Steering Committee. 

 

 
Figure 1.1 : Map showing the five LW program sites. 
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LW is clearly situated within the dairy and freshwater space, while also arguably being a 

product of the evolution of neoliberal conservation approaches within DOC’s shifts in strategy. 

As such, examining LW is a useful mechanism by which to call into question the evolution of 

these new approaches, but also to understand how they might be used to make progress in these 

complicated spaces. We can look to the partnership to see the potential, limitations and possible 

risks of these approaches to multifaceted conservation and sustainability issues. Additionally, 

examining LW within these contexts is also a way to observe and understand the often 

dichotomous and competing narratives that accompany this space, and perhaps how they might 

be reconciled through a partnership approach.  

 

1.5 Timely questions and discussions…  
 

Given the recent change of government to a Labour, New Zealand First and Green coalition, 

the political space makes it an interesting time to be undertaking research such as this. When I 

began thinking about these ideas and engaging in this research, there were some real shifts 

occurring in all aspects of our political and policy space as result of this change in government. 

It is evident that the discourse around conservation and other environmental issues, is quite 

contrasting to the views that were held under the previous National government. Therefore, 

there are many ‘unknowns’ regarding how this recent change of government may change the 

conservation space, and how this could possibly impact on the Department’s current strategic 

direction. At the time of writing, DOC has already seen some significant budget increases for 

biodiversity conservation which is both very necessary, and also exciting for our nature, and 

for the conservationists and environmental groups who have been campaigning tirelessly for 

increased funding for many years (Williams, 2018). Certainly, in my conversations with many 

of the participants, particularly those in environmental groups, there was a feeling of 

excitement and positivity around what these changes might mean. Even more recently, we have 

seen some significant increases of land into National Park protection, another action indicating 

this government is prioritising the environment (Department of Conservation, 2019b).  

 

We have also seen some changes in Fonterra, a new CEO and an apparent increasing desire to 

focus on sustainability. In fact, a week before completing this thesis I read an article written by 

Rod Oram discussing Fonterra’s future (Oram, 2019). Oram (2019) reflects on recent 

comments made by the co-op’s new chairman, John Monaghan, stating that moving forward, 

Fonterra’s strategy would focus on “sustainability, quality and premium earning potential of 
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its New Zealand farmer-shareholder’s milk” (Oram, 2019 pg. 1). Presumably, this would 

indicate further shifts and responsibility for Fonterra in this space which arguably, are well 

overdue. As such, this is an interesting time to be having these conversations and asking these 

questions about the trajectory of conservation, dairy and freshwater issues into Aotearoa New 

Zealand’s future. 

 

1.6 Overview of the thesis 
 
Chapters 2 and 3 will further introduce the complicated context in which the LW program, and 

this research engage. Chapter 2 introduces the conservation movement in a global context 

before discussing how a conservation movement evolved here in Aotearoa New Zealand. The 

institutional product of this movement was the Department of Conservation (DOC) and given 

the institution’s relevance in this research, it is discussed in some detail. Following this, the 

evolution of dominant approaches to conservation are traced through time; from Protected 

Areas, Community-based conservation, co-management and most recently, new conservation 

science and neoliberal approaches. These approaches have advantages and disadvantages and 

have been used to some degree here in Aotearoa NZ. Given the focus of this research, emphasis 

will be given to new and neoliberal conservation approaches and how they are advocated for 

and against, with focus on ideas of corporate social responsibility and social licence to operate. 

Clearly, over time our approach to conservation has evolved mirroring the broader current of 

conservation globally, and it appears that LW is a product of the recent shifts in DOC. These 

shifts promote neoliberal conservation and partnerships in a similar way to proponents 

internationally. At the same time, critics of the approach suggest potential pitfalls for 

programmes like LW, including manipulation of the public body, regulatory capture, and 

greenwashing. 

 

Chapter 3 introduces the intersecting spaces of freshwater and the dairy industry. Firstly, a 

Māori perspective of freshwater is introduced. As the chapter discusses, there is no one single 

narrative which conceptualises the depth of indigenous communities’ perspectives of 

freshwater, but several similar threads across this diversity can form a ‘Māori perspective’ for 

the understanding of non-indigenous communities. Following this, I argue that while there are 

a multitude of values and perspectives of freshwater ecosystems, the dominant approach to 

freshwater management and use has been the attitude of productivism, alongside neoliberal 

ideologies. This has created the conditions under which water is seen as an agent for growth. 
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Furthermore, the regulatory space which considers resources and development, was established 

alongside neoliberal reform, and as such has allowed the advancement of this productivist 

approach to freshwater use.  

 

The current state of freshwater ecosystems is then reviewed before discussing how dairy 

farming has evolved and intensified over time, with the creation of Fonterra which was 

particularly significant in the evolution of the industry. As links have increasingly been drawn 

between dairy intensification and expansion, and degrading freshwater ecosystems, there has 

been increasing pressure from communities and government. We can observe Fonterra’s 

increasing recognition of responsibility within this space along a trajectory, and some of the 

key attempts made are discussed. Finally, the chapter discusses how this space has become 

progressively politicised and emotive, with certain communities bearing the brunt of the blame, 

adding significantly to the complexity of the issues at hand. LW from this perspective is a case 

study which encapsulates both this complex freshwater and dairy farming space, but also as 

representative of the shifts in DOC towards neoliberal conservation approaches.  

 

Chapter 4 outlines the methodological approach taken in this research. A constructivist 

epistemology with an interpretivist paradigm is used. This allows us to unpack the different 

narratives woven around the issues, and how different stakeholders perceive and understand 

their experiences, and the complex spaces and issues related to this research. How participants 

were identified, the research methods and details of the two cases study sites are also discussed. 

Finally, I explain my own positionality and how I have approached the ethical journey that is 

engaging in research with communities of people.  

 

Chapters 5, 6 and 7 discuss the findings of the research. Chapter 5 addresses research question 

1; ‘To what extent are the recent shifts in conservation in Aotearoa NZ aligned with global 

trends of ‘new’ or’ neoliberal’ conservation? Are the broad criticisms of these approaches to 

conservation reflected within the diversity of perspectives in the conservation community of 

Aotearoa NZ?’. The chapter begins by looking at how neoliberal ideologies rapidly reformed 

the political, economic and social space, including environmental legislation and management. 

I argue that the shifts in conservation approaches and pursuit of public-private partnerships, are 

embedded within these broader political and economic shifts. As the chapter then discusses, 

neoliberal approaches to conservation are advocated for and against in particular kinds of ways.  
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There were some key commonalities between the literature and the discourse of the participants 

in this research. A ‘discourse of crisis’ is constructed, suggesting that conservation is failing, 

and thus new approaches are needed. Neoliberal conservation is marketed as a way to increase 

resources, funding, involvement of stakeholders and support for conservation. Here in 

Aotearoa NZ this argument enforced by the perception that DOC is chronically underfunded. 

Secondly, new conservation is advocated for in terms of the social or economic benefit of the 

environment, linking economic development and conservation. Neoliberal conservation is 

generally opposed because of the contradiction of having a neoliberal solution to the very 

problems caused by neoliberal processes in the first place. Participants identify many risks and 

concerns which are discussed in this chapter; regulatory capture, manipulation of the public 

organisation, threatening the department’s mandate, that partnerships are simply the ‘status 

quo’ and will not ultimately lead to improved conservation and so on. LW then, is clearly an 

example of neoliberal conservation, and is subject to the debates outlined above.  

 

Chapter 6 focuses more narrowly on the LW partnership, and how such an approach indicates 

changing and blurring of roles between private and public sectors. As such, this chapter seeks 

to answer research question two; How do the aforementioned shifts in conservation indicate 

new or changing roles for government and business with the conservation space? What are the 

challenges and opportunities here? There is a real range of perspectives and ideas regarding 

how the participants in LW view these changes. The chapter begins by looking at the role of 

the government (DOC) in conservation and how some shifts within this role are being 

suggested; a widening of the scope for conservation, a repositioning of the role of the 

Department, and new and different forms of advocacy for DOC. Secondly, the role of business, 

in this case Fonterra, within the space is examined. Focus is given to ideas of how we 

conceptualise the private sector, and the concerns and thoughts of participants around 

Corporate Social Responsibility, Social Licence to Operate and greenwashing with refence to 

the LW Program. There appear to be both limitations (institutional culture differences and loss 

of focus on priority conservation work) and potential (ability to enable and collaborate with 

others) for such an approach, and these are discussed drawing on the experiences and 

perspectives of participants in LW and other relevant participants. I argue that while these shifts 

appear positive, caution is required particularly around ensuring DOC’s core conservation 

work is not diluted through the pursuit of partnerships.  
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Finally, Chapter 7 examines how the partnership has been experienced for those on the ground, 

across the two case studies. The chapter focuses specifically on the issues around the 

politicisation of the water and dairy farming space, the different narratives and perceived 

dichotomy between conservation and farming, and what role a partnerships approach may play 

in complex spaces such as this one. The chapter is guided by research question three; How do 

public-private partnerships for conservation such as the Living Water Program play out on the 

ground and might they be successful in relieving some of the long-time tensions within this 

complex environmental space?   

 

Chapter 7 revisits the politicisation of the space, with a focus on how those involved in LW 

have experienced this politicisation, blame and attribution of responsibility. The experiences 

across the two case studies are then discussed, where it appears that specific socio-political 

contexts and existing social capital contributed significantly to  the experiences of participants, 

particularly in the early years of the partnership. How the dichotomy between farming and 

conservation has become exaggerated through the freshwater and dairy space is then examined, 

looking at how arrangements such as LW may be a mechanism by which dichotomies can be 

challenged and differences worked through. It is quite clear that despite some major perceived 

differences initially, LW was a positive experience for most participants to have mutual 

education and find common value. Furthermore, it appears that LW has to some extent, been 

able to bridge the perceived dichotomy and work constructively, building social capital with 

partners once perceived to be unlikely and contrary. For a small community of people operating 

in a complex environmental space with many different ideas and perspectives, this seems a 

positive and exciting outcome for LW and this type of approach.  

 

As I will argue in this thesis, LW encapsulates some big and complex sustainability issues, and 

raises some fundamental questions about balancing economic and environmental issues, and 

what roles certain institutions in society should play in trying to reconcile these. Dairy and 

freshwater conservation are at the crux of these debates around the future of sustainability and 

conservation here in Aotearoa NZ. I argue that viewed in isolation from some of the more 

fundamental questions and concerns of neoliberal conservation, LW appears for the most part, 

to be successful for the participants involved in this research. In an inherently contested space 

filled with different values, perspectives, priorities and narratives, and an ever-growing 
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perceived dichotomy between dairy farming and conservation, the stories of LW participants 

are generally encouraging and positive.  

 

However, we can’t isolate these successes from the significant potential risks and questions to 

grapple with around the ethos and practical aspects of neoliberal conservation. As both the 

literature and participants in this study will show, there are some real risks and concerns around 

neoliberal conservation approaches and what they might mean for DOC and the private 

sector/industries moving forward. In terms of Fonterra and the dairy industry, we can look at 

LW as a continuation of Fonterra’s evolving response to ongoing pressure from the public, 

government and so on. The program seems to signal more responsibility being taken by 

Fonterra, and a willingness to collaborate with a wider pool of stakeholders than before. If they 

chose to, Fonterra could be well placed to have huge influence on sustainability here in 

Aotearoa New Zealand and show real leadership for transformative change within the dairy 

industry. While they have shown little inclination to do this in the past, if we are able to set 

aside the possible risks for DOC, and concerns over greenwashing, then LW could be seen as 

a starting point for this leadership and transformation. The LW program won’t be the answer, 

but perhaps a small and valuable part of a big and complex sustainability challenge for the 

industry, and for Aotearoa New Zealand.  

 

The use of public-private partnerships indicates some promise and potential, but also some 

challenges and risks for the future of conservation here in Aotearoa New Zealand. I argue that 

this justifies an important and ongoing role for environmental groups and New Zealanders 

passionate about conservation and environment, to continue asking questions of these 

institutions and holding them to account, aligned with our expectations of the future we 

envisage.   
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Chapter 2 : Introducing conservation  
 
2.1 Introduction 
 

The term ‘conservation’ is typically considered to represent a body of united attitudes, values 

and approaches taken towards the environment, and to describe the relationship that we as 

humans have with ‘non-human’ nature. Despite conservation encompassing a vast range of 

communities, world-views and values; there are some key themes, ideas and trends that have 

emerged as the concept of conservation has evolved throughout time. Conservation has evolved 

alongside different narratives which shape the way we as humans engage with and think about 

nature. This chapter will first briefly examine the ‘conservation movement’ of the Western 

world, before examining the development of the institutional product of this movement, the 

Department of Conservation, here in Aotearoa NZ. Secondly, the range of divergent 

approaches to conservation will be reviewed with reference to their relevance in Aotearoa NZ; 

Protected Areas, Community-based Conservation, Co-management arrangements and most 

recently, market-based neoliberal approaches to conservation. All of these approaches have 

merits and downfalls and reflect different ways of conceptualising the relationship between 

humans and nature. As we will see, conservation has evolved throughout time, through a range 

of different approaches. Arguably, Living Water is a product of more recent shifts by DOC 

towards partnerships and neoliberal conservation approaches.  

 

2.2 Origins of the conservation movement. 
 

Arguably, the most important characteristic of the concept and practice of conservation, is the 

recognition that it is very much entrenched within the dominant western ‘worldview’. This 

dominant western paradigm is reflected in the way the conservation movement has evolved 

and been practiced around the world for decades. Colonial communities were notorious for 

extracting and exploiting natural resources. In the early 19th century, push-back against this 

model of exploitation usually originated from scientists, and conservation was very much the 

preserve of ‘social elites’. Since this time, the dominance of particular voices and ideas within 

the ‘conservation movement’ has led to the silencing and marginalisation of indigenous voices, 

along with the construction of a concept of ‘wilderness’, which creates an arguably false 

dichotomy between humans and nature (Wuerthner, Crist and Butler, 2015). This separation of 

humankind from nature is deeply rooted within the earliest of western civilization and has for 
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centuries driven much of the Global North’s (and now also Global South’s) approach to 

environmental and conservation issues (Colchester, 1994). These ideas are perhaps best 

represented by an examination of the modern conservation movement in the Western world. 

This began in the 1960s-70s, during which a sector of society took protest against the ongoing 

industrialisation of ‘wild spaces’ and demanded preservation and protection for nature from 

the perils of human activity and industry (West, Igoe and Brockington, 2006). This movement 

did have many successes; prompting conversation about the need to consider on a large scale, 

the impact of industrialisation and human activity on the environment and resulting for many 

areas in increased legislation and protection for the environment. Despite these successes, the 

movement has also been subject to much debate and critique; first and foremost, for its’ 

subordination of indigenous communities’ voices and worldviews. As such, conservation and 

the worldview that underpins a traditional approach, is still today rooted in colonialism and its 

associated power imbalances and marginalisation (Braun, 1997).  

 

2.3 The conservation movement in Aotearoa New Zealand. 
 

In Aotearoa New Zealand, the modern conservation movement bears many similarities to its’ 

western counterparts. One of the first key environmental groups to be established in Aotearoa 

NZ was the Native Bird Protection Society in 1923. During a resurgence in the 1940s, the name 

was changed to the Forest and Bird Protection Society of New Zealand and it remains today 

one of the strongest and committed voices for nature in Aotearoa NZ (Forest and Bird, 2019). 

At a society wide level, the origination of the modern conservation movement is generally 

attributed to the proposed hydropower development of Lake Manapouri, Fiordland, in the 

1950s (Warne, 2009). This proposal stirred massive protest and is deemed by many to be the 

emergence of a ‘green consciousness’ for society in Aotearoa New Zealand. This movement 

carried traction into the 1970s where it found itself in conflict with the country’s political 

economy which was based around the industrialisation and extraction of natural resources 

(Warne, 2009). The resurgence of the conservation movement at this time was accompanied 

by an emerging trend of the creation of ‘scientific reserves’; setting aside small pockets of 

forest state land for ‘scientific’ purposes (Jay, 2005). This represents some parallels to the 

global conservation movement; the necessity to maintain some areas that were representative 

of the country’s indigenous biodiversity and ‘untouched’ by human activity.  
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Politically, this conservation movement developed from a social movement into some 

institutionalised political groups. The Values Party was created in 1972 and represented a voice 

for the movement within political spaces. The party stood for the restoration of a respectful 

relationship with nature, and policies were heavily focused around ecological sustainability 

and against the exploitative, development focused trajectory of governments since the end of 

the Second World War (Levine, 2012; Steward, 1997). In 1990, the remaining members of 

Values Party amalgamated with other environmental organisations, to form the Green Party of 

Aotearoa New Zealand, which sustains significant support today and is currently part of the 

government in a confidence and supply agreement with the New Zealand Labour Party (Levine, 

2012).   

 

The development and use of resources and land for ‘productive purposes’ was challenged 

continuously by the conservation movement throughout the 1970s and 80s, with huge amounts 

of work undertaken by passionate New Zealanders and a number of 

conservation/environmental groups, most notably; Royal Forest and Bird Protection Society of 

NZ, Federated Mountain Clubs of NZ, Native Forests Action Council, Environmental Defence 

Society, and Environmental and Conservation Organisations of NZ (ECO). Years of ongoing 

advocacy and lobbying ultimately lead to some extremely significant changes in legislation 

and signalled the rise of environmentalism as embedded within Aotearoa NZ’s culture 

(Salmon, 2013). 

 

A deep love of nature and generational practices of tramping, hunting and exploring the 

wilderness have long been core sources of identity for many New Zealanders. As Ginn (2008) 

argues, a love of native nature is one way to unite Pākehā and indigenous Māori in an apolitical 

way, and we can certainly see that this has become a common identity for many New 

Zealanders, both indigenous and non (Ginn, 2008). This is interesting because the identities of 

many New Zealanders are also shaped by the fact that our country has long been an agricultural 

nation. The conservation movement however, engrained this environmental ethic within the 

public’s consciousness, and the tensions between these two still exists today in thinking about 

how we identify as a nation.    
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2.3.1 The Department of Conservation, Te Papa Atawhai (DOC). 
 

The creation of the Department of Conservation, Te Papa Atawhai (DOC), is one of the key 

institutional outcomes of this broader conservation movement. This saw the amalgamation of 

two public service departments which had for some time been struggling to balance 

conservation and protection of the environment, and development. The New Zealand Forest 

Service was charged with both logging and protecting indigenous forests, and Lands and 

Survey had the responsibility of protecting land, while also preparing it for development. For 

those involved in the conservation movement, this was a major concern, as there was no single 

public service with a coherent approach to and mandate for, conservation. At its’ core, this was 

about the clear difficulties for these public agencies in balancing commercial interests and 

development, with conservation. These concerns were culminated in the Maruia Declaration 

in 1975 which stated that, “Our remaining publicly owned native forests should be placed in 

the hands of an organisation that has a clear and undivided responsibility to protect them” 

(Salmon, 2013 pg. 4). It was in this Declaration, that the concept of the Department of 

Conservation was first envisaged; a government department with a mandate to protect and 

advocate for Aotearoa New Zealand’s indigenous biodiversity.  

 

This was followed by many years of campaigning and political difficulties to bring the 

department to fruition, until finally in 1987, the Department of Conservation (DOC), was 

established under the Conservation Act 1987, with a mandate to protect, preserve, manage and 

advocate for New Zealander’s birthright; the country’s rich natural and historic heritage 

(Department of Conservation, 2002). Land deemed to have conservation value, was transferred 

to DOC, while remaining land with obvious ‘commercial’ value was given to various state-

owned enterprises (Napp, 2007; Wright, 2013). Importantly, this mandate also included a 

function for DOC to provide recreational opportunities and tourism on public land, providing 

that these activities were not contrary to those of conservation (Salmon, 2013). 

 

Since the establishment of DOC in 1987, the organisation has gone from strength to strength, 

employing incredibly passionate and highly skilled individuals. This for the most part, has 

created a very positive rapport between DOC and the general public, and DOC is considered 

to be Aotearoa NZ’s second most well-liked brand (Hilton, 2018). Positive relationships with 

the community are imperative when it comes to conservation and this has certainly been one 
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of DOC’s great strengths, the organisation has predominantly strong community and iwi 

relationships throughout the country (Department of Conservation, 2019b). 

 

Despite the many positive relationships that DOC has fostered throughout years of working for 

nature, there have also been many challenges and struggles for the organisation; both from an 

organisational point of view, and strategically. The Department has a huge conservation task, 

administering a great proportion of Aotearoa New Zealand’s most valuable and biodiverse land 

on a limited budget, and this has been an ongoing challenge.   

 

Like the rest of the world, the way conservation has been approached by DOC and others, has 

evolved throughout time. The following section will introduce these different trends in 

conservation with reference to how these have played out in Aotearoa New Zealand’s 

conservation space.  

  

2.4 Trends in conservation 
 

There are several notable trends within conservation over time which have dominated practice 

and theory across the world. First is the dominance of an approach which prioritises Protected 

Areas (PA) to conserve the environment and species biodiversity. This idea is very much rooted 

in the concept of ‘wilderness’ and the idea that for nature to be conserved and to thrive, it needs 

to be protected and locked away from human activity. Quite contrary to this is a community-

based approach to conservation (CBC), which was borne in part out of the clear shortcomings 

of Protected Areas (PA). In Aotearoa New Zealand, like some other parts of the world, we also 

use a co-management conservation approach in some areas. More recently, we have seen the 

evolution of more market-oriented approaches namely neoliberal conservation, and ‘new 

conservation science’.  

 

2.4.1 Protected Areas (PAs). 
 

Protected Areas are seen by many as a ‘traditional’ approach to conservation, and were for a 

long time seen as a panacea for all conservation issues (Berkes, 2007). From a social science 

perspective, Protected Areas are often explored within a political ecology framework. 

Brockington et al (2006) describe protected areas as a way of “seeing, understanding and 

producing nature (environment) and culture (society), and as a way of attempting to manage 
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and control the relationship between the two” (West, Igoe and Brockington, 2006 pg. 251). 

Many conservation scholars have argued that protected areas are inevitably linked to power 

imbalances and exclusion, as Beltran et al., (2003) describe; an area is decided upon and 

created by certain institutional actors (often in positions of power), to exclude other social 

groups (in many cases, not as powerful), and to be experienced and utilised by an entirely 

different group of society (e.g. tourists, scientists)(Vaccaro, Beltran and Paquet, 2013). Within 

these social groupings there are often different understandings of nature and the human-nature 

relationship, as well as differing levels of power.  

 

In this context then, it is important to understand the philosophy behind the emergence of the 

use of Protected Areas. The establishment of Protected Areas as an approach to conservation, 

often also called ‘fortress conservation’, dates to the late 19th century in the United States. It 

was during this time that the conception of ‘wilderness’ was gaining traction, particularly due 

to the influence of colonial explorers and ‘wilderness’ writers; John Muir and the likes (DeLuca 

and Demo, 2001). From this early stage, we start to see the western construct of ‘wilderness’ 

and the division between nature and culture/humans develop. Nature, in this way, was viewed 

very much as a static ‘thing’, entirely separate to humans (Shultis and Way, 2006; West, Igoe 

and Brockington, 2006). This wilderness ideology is the philosophical basis for the birth of the 

National Parks movement in the United States, and being situated in a settler colonial society, 

it is also very much underpinned by currents of colonialism and environmental justice. The 

classic ‘Yellowstone model’ (Yellowstone National Park est. 1872) features the removal of 

historical indigenous social and cultural histories, land-use, and in some cases, removal of 

indigenous communities themselves (West, Igoe and Brockington, 2006) (Vaccaro, Beltran 

and Paquet, 2013). This model of conservation was rapidly adopted throughout the Global 

North and beyond; with these western imaginaries of a human-nature separation being imposed 

on conservation in much of the Global South through the 1970-90s (West, Igoe and 

Brockington, 2006).  

 

This is particularly evident here in Aotearoa New Zealand. One third of our land area is 

National Parks or other forms of public conservation land, managed as discussed above, by 

DOC (Department of Conservation, 2007). One could characterise Aotearoa NZ’s historic 

approach to conservation as rather aligned with a dominantly Protected Areas approach, despite 

DOC also having other functions outside simply the management of public conservation land. 
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From a biological conservation perspective; the use of Protected Areas has great benefits, but 

also some downfalls. According to the IUCN Protected Planet Report 2016, The World 

Database on Protected Areas shows that 14.7% of terrestrial environment is in PA’s, while 

10.1% of the marine environment is protected (IUCN and UNEP-WCMC, 2016). This is a 

generous portion of the global environment, so why then, are we facing the greatest biodiversity 

crisis since human habitation of the planet? Many conservation scholars have contested the 

efficacy of PAs, arguing that there is no point in simply protecting ‘pristine’ areas of 

‘wilderness’, and neglecting ecosystems modified by humans, as has traditionally been done. 

Arguably, conservation also needs to be undertaken in human-modified landscape (Kareiva 

and Marvier, 2012).  

 

Despite these rather impressive statistics, the biodiversity situation in Aotearoa New Zealand 

at present is far from without challenges; we have 4000 species classed as ‘threatened’ or more 

serious, along with substantial declines in the health and range of our indigenous ecosystems; 

including freshwater and marine environments (Brown et al., 2015). Here, the critique of a PA 

approach makes some sense; of course, working in and preserving areas of high indigenous 

biodiversity is important, but when considering a complex issue like the freshwater space, 

simply conserving those areas is fraught. Rivers run from mountain to sea, do not respect public 

conservation and private land boundaries, and are highly sensitive to the holistic environment, 

not simply the conservation activities performed on PCL. This, along with the environmental 

injustices that have historically (and still today) surrounded the establishment of protected areas 

around the world, form the basis of the critique against this approach to conservation.  

 

2.4.2 Community-based Conservation (CBC) 
 

A community-based conservation (CBC) model became a popular alternative method to the 

exclusionary approach of protected areas, for a number of reasons, largely in part as a 

retaliation against the popular ‘fortress conservation approach’ (Berkes, 2004).  As Berkes 

(2007) states, if conservation was a simple exercise, not involving complex social and political 

systems, then a bio-centric, state-control approach using protected areas would be an adequate 

solution (Berkes, 2007; Coombes and Hill, 2005). However, the clear environmental injustices 

associated with such an exclusionary approach prompted dissent from local communities and 

NGOs across the conservation landscape, calling for a more just and participatory approach 
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that recognised the role local communities had in management and creation of their 

surrounding environment (Coombes and Hill, 2005; Vaccaro, Beltran and Paquet, 2013).  

 

Accompanied with this was also the emerging concept of sustainable development which was 

increasingly drawing links between social, economic and ecological systems through time, and 

the idea that social/economic development and environmental sustainability/conservation 

should not be treated in isolated silos (Berkes, 2004) (Vaccaro, Beltran and Paquet, 2013). 

There is no set definition for CBC, and it is often used interchangeably with community-based 

natural resource management (CBNRM), to encompass ideas of co-management and 

collaborative governance, and devolvement of control over natural resources (Brooks, Waylen 

and Borgerhoff Mulder, 2012). CBC, at its’ most simple, is about putting humans back into the 

ecosystem, and giving the power back to communities and local people (Berkes, 2004). 

 

Contributing to the evolution of a CBC approach was an increasing realisation that the 

complexity of ecosystem and conservation biology, and also the social systems with which the 

physical world is intertwined, were too complex for simply a dominant state-led approach to 

conservation in the form of Protected Areas (Berkes, 2007). The concept of CBC also speaks 

to ideas around the ownership of nature. A state-led PA approach is associated with the 

centralisation of control and ownership of nature, whereas CBC asserts that the control, and in 

some cases ownership, should be returned to local communities; where in many cases rural, 

resource-dependent and indigenous communities have been managing their local environment 

for centuries (Roe et al., 2000). A CBC approach recognises the importance of understanding 

local communities’ relationships, knowledge and capabilities within their local environment, 

and how strengthening and harnessing this can be of value to conservation. This realisation 

influenced some big shifts in the international conservation community and policy, with a push 

towards more participatory, locally based conservation approaches. Rapidly around the world, 

particularly in the Global South, this narrative of community-based conservation and 

sustainable development has somewhat reversed the dominance of state-led, top-down 

conservation approaches like the use of Protected Areas (Agrawal and Gibson, 1999).  

 

Despite the good intentions, high hopes and claims made by proponents of CBC, some key 

weaknesses were quickly identified and debate within the conservation community emerged 

regarding the merits and downfalls of CBC approaches. One central argument was that CBC 
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has been treated too much like a panacea, ignoring the inherent heterogeneity and complexities 

of social dynamics, hierarchies and power relations within different communities. The idea of 

‘community’ within this context was over-simplified and idealised (Agrawal and Gibson, 

1999). Because of this reification, CBC failed to recognise the interaction of local community 

processes with external influences, structures and institutions which inevitably control the 

effectiveness of CBC programs through access to resources, capacity and knowledge. In this 

argument, it is not the concept of CBC that is particularly flawed, but the implementation and 

lack of recognition of the approaches complexity (Mulrennan, Mark and Scott, 2012). The 

downfalls and perceived lack of effectiveness of a CBC approach, led to backlash from many 

conservation biologists, arguing that the focus on community and participation, diluted the 

primary goals of conservation (Mulrennan, Mark and Scott, 2012). This is a recurring argument 

within conservation; that the objectives of development and conservation should not be linked 

together, as while they are both equally important, the objectives do not serve each other well 

(Redford and Sanderson, 2000).   

 

There is limited research on community-based conservation in Aotearoa New Zealand, 

particularly in the context of working with the Department (DOC) (Mcintosh, 2015). In 

Aotearoa, many ‘community-based’ restoration and conservation activities occur in silos, 

funded privately, by iwi or by community/government grants. These activities occur in a range 

of spaces, both private and public. In the context of the Department of Conservation, there is a 

strong community engagement component, reflecting the fact that public conservation land 

managed by DOC, is on behalf of all citizens of Aotearoa New Zealand (Department of 

Conservation, 2007). The Conservation General Policy (2007) reflects on this mandate in 

Policy 3 ‘Public Participation in Conservation Management’ which outlines a number of 

relevant clauses; 3 (a) “Relationships should be developed with people and organisations 

interested in public conservation lands and waters, to enhance conservation”, 3 (b) 

“partnerships may be developed with people and organisations to enhance conservation” and 

3 (f) “people and organisations should be encouraged to participate in conservation and may 

be supported with information and technical advice…” (Department of Conservation, 2007 pg. 

18-20). Clearly alongside a Protected Area’s approach, there is a strong mandate for the 

Department of Conservation to engage with the community and facilitate CBC activities. The 

way the DOC engages with CBC is clearly often through partnerships with the wider 

community, and so in the context of Living Water and this research, we can see that in some 
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ways this is an extension of DOC’s existing collaboration practices, to include a wider range 

of different actors.   

 

2.4.3 Co-management arrangements 
 

As mentioned previously, co-management can be thought about under the same ‘umbrella’ as 

CBC (Brooks, Waylen and Borgerhoff Mulder, 2012). The concept of co-management is 

particularly important in an Aotearoa New Zealand context, where any conversations about 

environmental issues are beset by issues around colonisation and the injustices that have been 

(and continue to be) experienced by indigenous Māori. As previously discussed, indigenous 

voices have largely been removed from environmental spaces globally, and New Zealand is no 

exception to this (Tipa and Welch, 2006).  

 

DOC’s core governing legislation, the Conservation Act 1987, clearly states a statutory 

obligation for DOC to give effect to the principles of the Treaty of Waitangi. Likewise, it states 

that partnerships with tangata whenua are central to DOC’s strategy for achieving enhanced 

conservation for natural resources and heritage (Department of Conservation, 2007). In 

practice however, this arguably has not been quite so simple as the legislation lays out. As Tipa 

and Welch (2006) discuss, while all government agencies are obliged to give effect to the 

Treaty of Waitangi, these obligations have been enacted without ensuring that the agencies 

have the tools, skills and knowledge to do so in an effective and just way. Additionally, while 

there is potential under local government legislation and the RMA for Māori to play an 

enhanced role in environmental governance and planning, this potential has in many cases not 

been harnessed, often due to lack of political will, both locally and nationally (Memon and 

Kirk, 2012).  

 

There are some ecosystems in which legislation does an arguably better job of giving effect to 

the principles of the Treaty of Waitangi and creating space for indigenous management of 

resources. A good example of this is in the marine environment, where the Māori Fisheries Act 

1989 required the Crown to create regulations which allowed Māori communities to manage 

their coastal fisheries. Several co-management arrangements between the Minister for Primary 

Industries and Tangata Kaitiaki (local guardians) have come about under the Act, such as the 

creation of Mataitai Reserves, Taiapure and the placing of a rahui (temporary closure) on a 

given area. While this has gone some way to increasing  the ability of indigenous communities 
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to practice kaitiakitanga in culturally and spiritually significant parts of the marine 

environment, it is important to note that this is still limited, and powers independent of the 

Ministry of Primary Industries are restricted (Randall and Rallapudi, 2007;  Stephenson et al., 

2014). This is the case in many co-management and co-governance arrangements for 

conservation in Aotearoa NZ, where the level at which Māori communities have autonomy 

over their resources and environment is still constrained within a western, state-managed 

construct.  

 

There are a number of studies that have been undertaken in Aotearoa New Zealand by 

indigenous researchers with Māori communities, speaking about their experiences and visions 

for co-management in the present day (Tipa and Welch, 2006; Tipa and Teirney, 2006). There 

is a great deal of discussion in the literature about the definition of co-management; which can 

be on a spectrum from simply ‘informing’ or ‘consultation’ with a community, to ‘partnerships, 

collaboration, and shared decision-making power’ across different groups (Berkes, 2004). 

Some research undertaken by indigenous researchers, found that for Māori, a definition of co-

management that has value, goes far beyond consultation between a government agency and 

community. Instead co-management involves meaningful collaboration, where an indigenous 

group is not considered as part of the community stakeholder groups, but as a separate and 

equal partner to the governing body. Mutual respect for conventional and indigenous 

knowledge systems within this approach was considered by the indigenous communities as 

paramount, recognising the benefit of seeing the knowledge systems as complementary, rather 

than merging the two together (Tipa and Teirney, 2006;  Tipa and Welch, 2006).  

  

The differences are quite stark between ways of knowing and understanding the world around 

us, for indigenous Māori, and New Zealand’s colonial population who generally subscribe to 

a hegemonic western worldview. This dichotomy is particularly evident in the context of 

conservation and environmental management, including in the freshwater space which will be 

explored in more detail in the following chapter. Co-management therefore is an avenue for 

conservation to allow for these different worldviews and relationships with the environment, 

to co-exist. Clearly though, there are challenges and tensions in how this has operated in 

practice.  
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2.4.4 Neoliberal conservation, ‘new’ conservation science and what role for partnerships?  
 

Contrasting to the approaches of state-led PAs and CBC, is the more recent development of 

conservation strategies that have emerged alongside the roll out and global dominance of 

neoliberalism. These approaches do not campaign to do away with PA or CBC altogether, but 

they do contest their dominance within the conservation space. There are a number of different 

terms that have been used to describe these trends, which encompass quite a range of values, 

motivations and definitions of what such approaches to conservation actually look like; new 

conservation science (Soulé, 2013) and neoliberal conservation (Igoe and Brockington, 2007) 

are the most commonly used by scholars within the conservation and sustainability literature. 

These approaches have become increasingly common across the global conservation 

landscape. Aotearoa NZ’s conservation space also appears to be shifting towards these 

approaches, primarily through some significant DOC restructures which will be discussed later 

in this section.  

 

There are some distinctions to be made between ‘new’ and ‘neoliberal’ conservation. New 

Conservation Science (referred to as NCS from here on) is a name given by scholars to 

encapsulate the trend of increasing participation of other groups within the conservation space. 

Proponents of new conservation argue that conservation needs to become more ‘mainstream’; 

that the diversity of support from society is not great enough for conservation to have enough 

support to be successful. While Protected Areas have some benefit, proponents of this new 

approach argue that the ongoing decreases in biodiversity, and rates of extinction are too high; 

we are losing the conservation battle and experiencing environment degradation like never 

before (Marvier, 2014).  Marvier and Wong (2012) argue that while conservation remains 

important for many, support is waning, and that these values come second to things like 

financial stability. Along this line, many ‘new’ conservationists argue that by increasing the 

involvement of groups such as the private sector, the conservation message can be spread and 

amplified, and thus change people’s perception of its’ importance within society.  

 

It is argued that the best way to make conservation appeal to a wider sector of society is to put 

a more human lens on conservation; combining conservation strategies with other endeavours 

such as economic development or social wellbeing. The rationale behind this argument is that 

if people have improved livelihoods, then their impact on the environment will be less. 

Additionally, if they see that these livelihood improvements are linked in some way to 



 26 

environmental activities, then they will come to value the environment and conservation, much 

more. Scholars describe this as a ‘win-win’, where both nature and humans benefit (Marvier 

and Wong, 2012). This is a rather debated argument, there is little evidence supporting the 

claim that when people are more affluent, they are kinder to and value nature more. In fact, 

many would argue to the contrary. The assumptions underlying this argument do little justice 

to less affluent communities around the world where the ethic to care for each other, and the 

environment is in many cases stronger than ever. The assumption that communities under 

economic hardship do not care for their natural resources and environment seems naive, 

outdated and unfair. Many would argue quite the opposite; that as people’s affluence increases, 

so too does their consumption, and thus their ecological footprint (Soulé, 2014). Nevertheless, 

this argument is often used by proponents of NCS. The foundation of this argument is also the 

well-established idea that humans and nature are not separate, but a complex and intertwined 

system, and thus conservation should not be treated as such, and should include social and 

economic aspirations as well  (Kareiva and Marvier, 2012). 

 
So, the rationale of NCS is that by putting a more human-centric focus into conservation, the 

scope and community of people who value conservation and the environment will grow 

(Marvier and Wong, 2012). NCS advocates that perhaps we should prioritize conservation in 

terms of ecosystem services; with those ecosystem services that have greater use for humans 

being prioritised above other species and parts of the ecosystem. Proponents of this idea assert 

that as nice as it would be to have all of society valuing nature and the environment for intrinsic 

values, this is arguably not realistic, and therefore more support can be gained by framing 

conservation and sustainability in terms of benefit to humans (Kareiva and Marvier, 2012). 

Proponents of NCS critique the use of PAS, calling for us to incorporate other sectors to tackle 

the systemic root causes of environmental degradation. Marvier (2014) suggests that perhaps 

protected areas have a role to play within this space, but they certainly are not a panacea to the 

environmental problems we face. Contesting these claims however, the values that underpin 

NCS are not contributing to a change or transformation in the systemic issues which drive 

degradation, given that the approach aligns itself with the economic system to enhance 

conservation. Another commonly used justification when advocating for NCS, is the argument 

that the environmental challenges this world faces now are far too great for any one sector 

within society to tackle. Therefore, we need to collaborate, work together, partner, across 
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different sectors, industries, community groups, government departments and so on (Tallis and 

Lubchenco, 2014).  

 

We can see some of the above shifts reflected in DOC, and changes in strategy made in recent 

years through some significant restructures. The most notable, and controversial, of these has 

undoubtedly been the 2013 restructure, under the previous National government. Arguably, 

this restructure was in great part due to ongoing budget cuts faced by the department, and a 

government primarily focused on economic and business growth/development (RNZ, 2015). 

This $12.5million restructure saw drastic changes within both the operational and strategic 

responsibilities of DOC, with the loss of some 100 jobs and some significant changes in focus 

for DOC’s approach to conservation. The new structure streamlined the Department’s 11 

Conservancy Districts into six ‘Conservation delivery regions’ and split the agency into two 

distinct groupings; the ‘Conservation Services Group’ and the ‘Conservation Partnerships 

Group’ (DOC, 2013).  

 

As has been established earlier in this chapter, partnerships were not entirely new for DOC, 

especially those with community groups and iwi. Post 2013 restructures however, we began to 

see a significant shift in focus for DOC, towards a clear partnership approach. The conservation 

partnerships business group was created to focus solely on developing new conservation 

initiatives with other NZ organisations to grow conservation. One justification that was 

common rhetoric from DOC at the time, was that New Zealand’s biodiversity challenge was 

so huge, it simply could not be tackled by one government agency;  

New Zealand faces significant conservation challenges, which are far greater than DOC 

can manage on its own. We have acknowledged that we need to work together with all 

New Zealanders to make a bigger difference for conservation, and the new Partnerships 

Group will help DOC grow conservation (Department of Conservation, 2013b).  

This new business group was to engage with iwi, community groups, landowners, schools and 

of course, business. While this half of the agency pursued partnerships for conservation, the 

remaining was the ‘Conservation Services Group’, which was tasked with delivering 

biodiversity conservation in the field, as well as DOC’s mandate on recreation and historic 

heritage (Department of Conservation, 2013b). Clearly, much of the rhetoric from DOC during 

this time echoes the sentiments of proponents for New Conservation approaches, and there is 

a clear changing of direction in strategy being signalled.   
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Many of these rationales and arguments however, sit uncomfortably with some in the 

conservation community, spurring on significant debate around these issues. While it is hard 

to completely deny some of the arguments of new conservationists, there are some valid 

concerns and criticisms raised in the literature. Doak et al., (2011) argue that there is actually 

little basis for many of the claims made by new conservationists. The assertion that human-

centric conservation would lead to improved outcomes for the planet, is not based on any facts 

or evidence, nor is the idea that by conserving and valuing ecosystem services primarily, we 

can safeguard biodiversity into the future (Doak et al., 2011).  

 

This debate has a more philosophical aspect to it also; essentially, it is a debate around values 

and how we place importance on certain parts of nature. NCS appears to be based on the idea 

that human welfare should have a greater moral and ethical priority than nature, the ecosystem, 

and the other species we share this earth with. For many ‘traditional’ conservationists this is a 

challenging view, especially given that NCS often equates conservation with the economy and 

business, which have not typically aligned with the values of conservation or environmental 

concern in the past (Doak et al., 2011; Soulé, 2013). Some conservationists are deeply 

concerned about the growing trend towards trying to couple conservation with economic 

growth, business and corporate partnerships;  where ‘traditional’ conservationists have 

typically vilified large corporations as doing wrong by the environment, NCS contests this 

idea, which raises significant concern for many in the conservation community;  

Because its goal is to supplant the biological diversity–based model of traditional 

conservation with something entirely different, namely an economic growth–based or 

humanitarian movement, it does not deserve to be labelled conservation (Soulé, 2013 

pg. 895). 

Soulé (2013) is not saying that humanitarianism or the economy is not important, it undeniably 

is, but he argues that it is not the be all and end all. A world in which we prioritise species and 

parts of the ecosystem only because they are of some benefit to humans or economic 

production, is not a sustainable or particularly ethical/morally sound world, and this idea is the 

basis of concern and criticism of NCS (Soulé, 2013).  This represents the real debate within 

the concept of NCS, and while the views discussed here are certainly of two extremes and there 

are likely to be many people striving for a balance between the two, it mirrors the real 
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divergence in ideas, values and priorities that have underpinned conservation and sustainability 

debates for generations. 

 

Corporate partnerships are one mechanism by which the private sector can come to be involved 

in conservation, and both NCS and neoliberal conservation advocate for public-private 

partnerships in this context. As mentioned above, NCS advocates for widening the net in terms 

of who is involved in conservation; partnerships with private business being one central way 

to do this. As previously discussed, these new approaches can be situated within a wider context 

of the advancement of neoliberalism globally. According to Brockington and Igoe (2007), 

“neoliberalisation has also coincided with the emergence of new networks that cut across 

traditional divides of state, non-governmental organisation (NGO), and for-profit enterprise...”, 

and the conservation, environmental space is no exception to this (Brockington & Igoe, 2007 

pg. 1).  

 

Neoliberalism within this space has created different governance structures, referred to by 

Brockington and Igoe (2007) as “hybrid governance”; they commonly come about in the form 

of conservation public-private/business partnerships (Igoe and Brockington, 2007 pg. 443). 

This is the fundamental aspect of neoliberal conservation; the changing of governance, 

responsibility and resourcing of the space. Put simply, this market-oriented approach to 

conservation is about the state taking a step back from its’ responsibilities for things like 

conservation and allowing the increasing involvement of other sectors of society; most notably 

the private sector. Given the global trend of neoliberalism for quite some time now, this shift 

is hardly surprising. Conservation funding has been reducing at a global scale, and thus the 

impetus for the involvement of the private sector has been growing (Stantiall, 2017). In 

response, we have seen increasing involvement of other sectors with conservation. These ‘new’ 

groups are often industries or companies which would typically be at odds with the ethos, 

values and motivations that underpin conservation or environmental protection. Supposedly, 

in world where every problem is turned into an opportunity for economic growth; by linking 

conservation with the private sector and economic activities, more resources could be 

generated, and made available to maintain the natural resources that in turn sustain this 

economic platform (Igoe and Brockington, 2007; Stantiall, 2017). 
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Much of the critique and concern about neoliberal conservation mirrors that of new 

conservation, which is not surprising given their clear similarities. Heated debate and 

exchanges through the literature yet again represent the strong and divergent feelings around 

what pathway conservation should be taking into the future. Concerns about the private sector 

in conservation are prevalent, with authors arguing that the motivations of those private 

businesses will not be ultimately for the benefit of the environment, but for profit or gain. Thus, 

the ‘trade-off’ for conservation, will likely be too great (Doak et al., 2011) (Soulé, 2013). As 

Kareiva and Marvier (2012: 967) state, traditionally, conservationists have been prone to vilify 

large corporations and working with them only as a ‘necessary evil’ of sorts. However, in a 

more recent paper, they argue that businesses and the private sector are already moving into 

the sustainability space of their own accord, and therefore there is a real opportunity for 

conservation to seize opportunities and benefit from this shift by collaborating with this sector 

(Marvier and Kareiva, 2014). 

 

Clearly, new and neoliberal conservation are underpinned by similar arguments and 

justifications. Both are advocating for a shift towards introducing new players to conservation, 

often the private sector, to grow resource, support and success of conservation. As we have 

seen, there is huge divergence in terms of the attitudes and perspectives of the conservation 

community regarding these increasingly common shifts in approach. For the purpose of this 

research, new and neoliberal conservation are understood as being interchangeable, and will 

be used as such from this point on.  

 

2.4.4.1 Role for partnerships in neoliberal conservation approaches.  
 

As has been described in the above section, a key way neoliberal approaches to conservation 

are enacted is through new forms of governance. Partnerships for conservation are a central 

way that the ideology of neoliberal conservation approaches are brought into fruition. The rise 

of partnerships for sustainable development is arguably embedded within the same processes 

of neoliberalism and globalisation that have caused many environmental and social ills, and 

which justify new conservation approaches. Again, the argument that the problems of today 

are too complex for just single players or sectors but require a cross-sector approach, is used 

(Van Huijstee, Francken and Leroy, 2007). Where we might traditionally separate the roles and 

responsibilities of government (management and protection of public goods), business 

(economic growth) and civil society (social and environmental capital and cohesion), 



 31 

partnerships see a blurring and shifting of these traditional responsibilities (Glasbergen and 

Groenenberg, 2001).  

 

Some scholars believe that public-private partnerships can be interpreted as a new form of 

democracy, while others contest this idea and argue that  on the contrary, such arrangements 

could act to further privilege certain groups particularly where the private sector is concerned 

(Richter, 2003). From the perspective of the private partner in a partnership agreement, there 

is some speculation that their involvement is simply a way for them to advance their own 

agendas and goals, such as corporate social responsibility (Van Huijstee, Francken and Leroy, 

2007). Van Huijstee, Francken and Leroy (2007) summarise the literature regarding the risks 

and advantages regarding public-private partnerships for issues of environmental or social 

capital. The key advantages identified were; access to finance and resources, gaining 

knowledge and experience, developing innovative solutions, legitimacy and an ‘eco’-image for 

the partners. Potential loss of legitimacy depending on perception of the partnering 

organisations, divergent/contrasting institutional cultures, and a blurring of roles and 

responsibilities are identified as the key challenges for partnerships (Van Huijstee, Francken 

and Leroy, 2007). This review of the literature also found that there were some key factors that 

appeared to contribute toward success in partnerships. These were; careful choice of partners 

and partnership goals, and a transparent, open and trusting relationship between the two partner 

organisations (Van Huijstee, Francken and Leroy, 2007). 

 

This has also been found to some extent in an Aotearoa NZ context, in considering the influence 

that neoliberal reforms had on the community development space and the rise of cross-sector 

partnerships. One of the main difficulties that was identified through this research, was that to 

be successful under this new neoliberal framework, community groups had to change their 

ways of operating;  

Community development practice went underground; having no place in this newly 

professionalized community and voluntary sector, and becoming marginalized by the 

government as a result (Aimers and Walker, 2016 pg. 345).  

As the excerpt above demonstrates, the community development sector really struggled to fit 

into this new neo-liberal word with the clear disjuncture’s between the private and 

NGO/community sector. Those that were successful took on a kind of ‘corporate NGO’ 

structure to mimic private institutions, at the expense of small, community-based movements. 
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While the relationships are obviously different, the partnerships are private-NGO/volunteer 

rather than private-public, it is still interesting to consider how this fundamental difference 

might play out for public-private partnerships and LW, and whether perhaps this issue is 

inherent to the nature of cross-sectoral partnerships.  

 

Referring again to the changes made through the restructure of DOC, we can see that 

partnerships have a significant role to play within neoliberal conservation approaches, both 

globally and here in Aotearoa. DOC currently has nine National, high profile commercial 

partnerships for conservation, most of which have been developed since the 2013 restructure. 

Such is the significance of partnerships to DOC that it’s 2017 annual report argued that; 

“Building strong and enduring partnerships is at the heart of DOC’s strategy to restore New 

Zealand’s unique and threatened nature” (Department of Conservation, 2017. pg 38). This has 

certainly been reflected in the increase in partnerships; business and other. From 2010 to 2017, 

the number of formal partnerships between DOC and the community (iwi, business and CRIs) 

increased from 133 to 777 (notably, in 2015 there were 901)(Department of Conservation, 

2017). The Annual Report 2017 also gave the indication that the partnerships group is pursuing 

this approach with vigour, “The Department is committed to a future in which every business 

restores our nature, as a core part of operating sustainably”. (Department of Conservation, 2017 

pg. 38).  

 

The current high profile commercial partnerships between the Department and the private 

sector are; Air New Zealand, Dulux New Zealand, Fonterra (Living Water), Fulton Hogan, 

Genesis, Kiwibank, Meridian Energy, Mitre 10 and Toyota New Zealand (Department of 

Conservation, 2019d).  

 

Given that the Living Water partnership would appear to fit within this framework of public-

private partnerships and neoliberal conservation, it will be interesting to see how the 

participants responses within this research, mirror the themes and ideas discussed in the 

literature. Clearly, one of the key points of discussion within these neoliberal approaches to 

conservation, are ideas around corporate social responsibility and social licence to operate. 

These are also areas of interest for this research, and as such are introduced and discussed in 

the following section.   
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2.4.4.2 Corporate Social Responsibility and Social Licence to Operate (SLO). 
 

The last decade has seen an exponential increase in large companies and corporates suddenly 

caring about, and advertising this care for corporate sustainability and sustainability strategies 

in business (Montiel and Delgado-Ceballos, 2014). This trend of sustainability in business 

appears to have originated after the release of the Brundtland Report in 1987,  which introduced 

the concept of ‘sustainable development’, and positioned businesses and the private sector as 

possible agents for sustainable development, in partnership with NGO’s, the state and 

community groups  (Bowen and Aragon-Correa, 2014; Hamann and Acutt, 2003). From the 

outset, sustainable development and ideas of corporate social responsibility set a mandate for 

cross-sector partnerships. ‘Corporate Social Responsibility’ or ‘corporate sustainability’ have 

become buzz-words in the last decade, and while different meanings and definitions can be 

discerned, it is generally understood as a tri-dimensional construct; encompassing the 

economic, social and environmental impacts of a business (Hamann and Acutt, 2003). 

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is defined by the World Business Council as “the 

commitment of business to contribute to sustainable economic development working with 

employees, their families, the local community and society at large to improve their quality of 

life” (Banerjee, 2008 pg. 10).  

 

Thinking about CSR in the context of this research and the Living Water program is very 

important and interesting. Fonterra is one of Aotearoa NZ’s largest companies and as such, we 

would expect it to have a real focus on CSR. Clearly, one of the key environmental and social 

impacts Fonterra has is through its contribution to dairy intensification and therefore the 

freshwater space. As such, contributing to projects like Living Water could be interpreted as a 

form of CSR, Fonterra’s response and recognition of their responsibility in this space. As the 

following sections will discuss however, the lines between CSR, Social Licence to Operate and 

greenwashing are very close. It will therefore be interesting to see how participants in Living 

Water perceive the program, and how it fits into this increasingly common rhetoric around 

corporate sustainability and responsibility. 

 

The arguments for CSR are multifaceted; that it is simply the right thing to do, that large 

corporates have such reach and influence that they could be powerful allies for sustainable 

development and fill roles where the government is ‘inadequate’ or under-performing, that it 

gains competitive advantage, and that CSR improves the likeability and therefore profitability 
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of a business. There are also a number of critiques of CSR, foremost the idea that ‘business of 

business is business’ (Hamann and Acutt, 2003 pg. 4); the argument that businesses entering 

into the social and environmental sector interferes with the traditional and important 

responsibilities of government (Hamann and Acutt, 2003). The other is what Hamann and 

Acutt  (2003) call the “corporate citizenship paradox”, whereby the very corporations and 

businesses the NGO, community-group sector may come to rely on, are the ones that cause 

much of the world’s social and environmental problems (Hamann and Acutt, 2003 pg. 4).  

 

Another big concern is that for many, CSR just amounts to glossy reports and aesthetically 

appealing webpages with nice words and pictures, and little tangible, real-world progress in 

sustainability. Unsurprisingly, corporate ideas of sustainable development do seem to be very 

much along the ‘business-as-usual’ pathway, except with a greener streak. As such, many have 

argued that situating the private sector and corporations as central to sustainable development, 

simply creates the conditions by which sustainable development is measured and based in 

business values, rather than societal or environmental (Banerjee, 2008). In this way, there is 

little hope for transformative change or a paradigm shift regarding sustainability. This is also 

where corporate social responsibility can blur into ‘greenwashing’; whereby companies 

disclose only the positive information about their social and environmental policies, therefore 

not giving the public the full story and creating an image that may be falsely positive and cause 

the brand or company to be perceived as more ‘green’ than they really are (Bowen and Aragon-

Correa, 2014). In extreme cases, this may allow the company to continue environmentally or 

socially destructive activities or practices, while fooling the public that they care about and are 

taking actions towards sustainable development. Often, ‘offsetting’ by environmental or 

destructive industries (e.g. mining), is compared to ideas of greenwashing, where the offsetting 

activities give the industry an ongoing licence to continue their destructive operations. Concern 

of greenwashing is common among those who critique new conservation; worried that the key 

motive of corporations to be involved in sectors like conservation, is simply about ‘greening’ 

their image, and will result in little tangible conservation benefit (Buscher et al., 2012).  

 

Related to this discussion are ideas around Social Licence to Operate (SLO). Similarly, and 

built on the foundations of CSR, SLO is a type of ‘governance’ by shareholders, the market, 

and the general public, which determines the extent to which a business is meeting the 

expectations of society with regard to things like social and environmental impacts and the 
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negative externalities of their business (Gunningham, Kagan and Thornton, 2004; Hamann and 

Acutt, 2003). While CSR is generally top down, social licence is ‘bottom-up’, stemming from 

the community and their concerns (Edwards and Trafford, 2016).  It came about initially during 

the 1990s in the mining industry, where there was a need for the industry to boost its’ reputation 

after a plethora of environmental disasters and community conflict left them with a suffering 

reputation (Edwards and Trafford, 2016). With ongoing pressure from society, businesses are 

increasingly needing to maintain their SLO to be able to be successful.  

 

As communities and their wants, needs, concerns and expectations change, so too do the 

activities required to maintain SLO (Edwards and Trafford, 2016). For example, arguably, as 

the public has become more aware of issues around environmental degradation and climate 

change, their expectations from large and powerful companies who contribute to these issues 

have changed, and the companies in question are having to work harder to maintain their SLO. 

A local example of this, would be the campaigns by 350Aotearoa to advocate that banks divest 

from fossil fuels, on the basis the public did not wish for their money to be invested in climate 

change causing industries (350 Aotearoa, 2019). Increasingly, around the world citizens are 

standing up and demanding more from the industries, companies and corporations that have so 

much power, and as such, social licence to operate has never been more relevant. Given the 

prominence of both DOC, and the private companies they have partnered with in Aotearoa 

New Zealand, it will be interesting to see how ideas of CRS, SLO and greenwashing are 

perceived in this research.  

 

2.5 Conclusion  
 

In Aotearoa New Zealand, the conservation movement was a hard-won battle, born out of 

concern that through the arrangements in place, conservation was losing out in attempts to 

balance production and economic growth with environmental concern. Many passionate New 

Zealanders formed this movement, and one of the key results was the establishment of the 

Department of Conservation, an institutionalisation of sort, for this movement. Since this time, 

conservation in Aotearoa NZ has evolved alongside global trends, although the dominant 

approach has been centred around a focus on Protected Areas. However, with shifts and 

changes to DOC’s strategy, growing pressures on the environment and expectation from 

society, neoliberal approaches are being increasingly used.   
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Clearly, conservation continues to evolve and move into new spaces, engaging with different 

groups and sectors of society. Evidently, there is great divergence of ideas around what the 

future of conservation should look like, and how conservation may intersect with other 

endeavours like development, economic growth, eco-tourism and so on. Such debates 

illuminate some fundamental questions for conservation to grapple with; will putting a human-

centric focus on conservation mean that the values and goals of conservation change 

altogether? Will including the private sector within the conservation space lead to better or 

worse environmental outcomes? What is, and who’s values, is conservation trying to achieve?  

 

Certainly, conservation both globally and in Aotearoa New Zealand has developed 

considerably overtime from solely the use of Protected Areas determined by conservation 

science and species diversity, to a practice that encompasses a huge range of approaches, 

values, motivations and players.  The shifts and trends throughout time in these practices, and 

the impassioned debate that accompany these in the literature, demonstrate the complex space 

that is conservation, and some of the fundamental challenges that are being faced by the 

conservation community. We can look to the Living Water partnership to consider how the 

conservation community in Aotearoa NZ is navigating these shifts, and the potential, 

limitations and risks that accompany them.  

 

The following chapter will examine the intersecting spaces of freshwater and dairy farming, 

and how conservation in this space has become increasingly important and contested.  
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Chapter 3 : Freshwater, Conservation and dairy farming… 
Intersecting spaces. 

 
 
Dry River 
 
When I hear a river murmuring 
 far off, or muttering 
 
close by; I hear a major part 
 of what is true to me 
 
and all of my dearest friends: 
 I hear them sing 
 
like live rivers in me. But 
 when I see a dry riverbed 
 
where clean, clear water used to be 
 bare stone is testimony 
 
to turpitude, abuse, and chronic 
 intergenerational theft.  
 

-Brian Turner, Night Fishing (Turner, 2016).  

 

3.1 Introduction  
 

There are many different value systems, perspectives and understandings which underpin how 

humans relate to the environment around them, and these different ways of knowing and 

thinking are reflected throughout life in Aotearoa NZ; in environmental law, policy, 

management and resource use. Aotearoa New Zealand is particularly special in that the 

indigenous population of this land, Māori, have over time formed a very different perspective 

and story which intertwines them with the surrounding world and the values they attribute to 

this environment. As a result, often we see two distinct narratives emerge alongside each other 

(and increasingly, linked-up); indigenous perspectives which suggest people are embedded 

within the environment, and the dominant western perspective of the environment and humans 

as separate. Chapter 2 discussed how different conservation approaches evolve alongside 
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different understandings of this human-environment relationship, and the idea that a 

‘traditional’ western approach to conservation is rooted in colonialism and marginalisation of 

indigenous voices. Like broader conservation approaches, freshwater issues is one 

environmental space where these differences can be particularly stark, and this chapter will 

introduce a couple of these different perspectives, linking this to the current state of the 

freshwater space. 

 

Increasingly as freshwater ecosystems have degraded around the country, a focus on the role 

of the dairy industry has become more and more relevant. Dairy farming has grown rapidly in 

the last two decades, arguably to a point where it has surpassed the land’s capacity to sustain 

it. As such, freshwater degradation is increasingly linked to the intensification of dairy farming 

which has created a highly political and emotive space. The final section will look at how dairy 

farming has evolved, introduce Fonterra, and the environmental concerns around dairy 

farming. The chapter will then discuss how the space has become increasingly complex and 

politicised. Arguably, increasing concern in the minds of political parties, environmental 

groups, and the general public, has led to a dominant narrative which describes farming/the 

economy and conservation/environmental concern as dichotomous.  

 

Over time we have seen attempts by the industry and Fonterra to try and redress the public 

concern around these issues, and this chapter will examine some of these attempts and how 

they have evolved. The case study for this research; the Living Water program is arguably a 

continuation of these attempts by Fonterra, albeit with some new and evolved goals and 

collaborations. The intersecting spaces of freshwater, conservation and the dairy industry 

which encompass many different values, perspectives and environmental narratives, make the 

challenges of working in this space inherently complex. This is the context in which The Living 

Water program and many other environmental collaborations, partnerships and projects around 

freshwater ecosystems work.  

 

3.2 The freshwater space in Aotearoa New Zealand 
 

Aotearoa New Zealand has long been renowned around the world for its pristine and clear 

rivers and lakes which have been a sense of pride and identity for our country. Aotearoa NZ is 

rich in water ecosystems which support astonishing levels of biodiversity and a raft of different 

uses and values. Freshwater habitats in Aotearoa NZ are diverse; from glaciers and mountains 
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to lowland rivers and streams, estuaries, wetlands, and underground aquifers. All of these 

habitats provide very specialised niche habitats for specific freshwater species and plants, as 

well more broadly for a diversity of native birds and insects (Department of Conservation, 

2019; Joy et al., 2018; Strack, 2018). 

 

Many values are attributed to our freshwater ecosystems. They are of tremendous cultural 

significance for indigenous Māori and are crucially important for cultural practices and 

spirituality (Roberts et al., 1995; Williams, 2006). Often, freshwater ecosystems are framed in 

terms of ‘resources’ and ‘ecosystem services’; the value that we as humans attain from them; 

economic use, use for hydropower and recreational opportunities such as fishing, swimming 

and water sports. Freshwater ecosystems also play an important role in the wellbeing and 

arguably, our sense of identity as a nation. In more recent times, we have seen the importance 

of that identity and ‘clean and green’ image on the world stage with regard to the growing 

importance of tourism for economic prosperity in Aotearoa NZ (Strack, 2018). This image is a 

huge drawcard and point of difference, but increasingly this perception and the values and uses 

outlined above, are becoming threatened as our freshwater ecosystems degrade (Department 

of Conservation, 2019a).  

 

The importance of the different relationships we as humans have with freshwater ecosystems 

are shown in many ways and in recent times, have often been at the centre of conflict (Strack, 

2018). These have encompassed debates around use and ownership rights, legislation and 

decision-making power for extraction and development of water resources, and Māori claims 

to water in the context of the Treaty of Waitangi settlement process, to name a few. Degrading 

freshwater ecosystems act to only heighten these conflicts, and the implications go far beyond 

simply not being able to swim in our rivers and lakes. 

 

3.2.1 Māori perspectives of water in Aotearoa.  
 

E rere kau mai te Awa nui 
Mai i te Kāhui Maunga ki Tangaroa 
Ko au te Awa  
Ko te Awa ko au. 
 
The Great River flows 
From the Mountains to the Sea                  
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I am the River, and the River is me. 
  
Whakataukī originating from Whanganui tribes (accessed via Young, 2005). 

 

Within the freshwater space in Aotearoa NZ, there are two distinct narratives which describe 

the relationship between humans and water. Māori conceptualise their relationship with the 

natural world and specifically water, in an utterly different way to the hegemonic Western 

worldview that many New Zealanders generally prescribe to freshwater ecosystems. Pre-

colonisation Māori were able to practice tino rangatiratanga and freely manage freshwater 

ecosystems in a way which reflected this relationship with the natural world. Post-colonisation, 

this space has become hugely confined, and the disjuncture between Māori environmental 

perspectives and Western, is ever-evident.  

 

Māori perspectives of water and conservation have been documented in a range of ways 

through time, one way being a rich body of literature created by indigenous Māori researchers. 

The histories, stories and beliefs on which a Māori environmental ethic is built are highly 

complex, unique and special, and as a Pākehā engaging in this space I will not pretend that I 

can even begin to comprehend the complexities and richness of these stories and this 

knowledge. I will instead do my best to summarise this perspective for a holistic view of water 

issues in Aotearoa NZ, as guided by a wealth of indigenous literature on the topics. Importantly, 

there is no singular Māori perspective on these issues. Instead, a fabric of discrete groups (iwi, 

tribes, hapū etc) within Te ao Māori have perspectives that are all distinctive, while also 

carrying many similar threads (Roberts et al., 1995). The term ‘Māori worldview’ is frequently 

used to describe the threads that are common across this diversity of perspectives. As Roberts 

et al (1995) argued, the conceptualisation of a ‘Māori worldview’ is not sufficient when 

discussing the diversity of customs, values and perspectives, but a necessary evil when trying 

to fit into the western construction of research and knowledge (Roberts et al., 1995).  

 

The creation story is one of the most fundamental aspects underpinning Māori relationship 

with, and perspectives of the environment (Williams, 2006). Within this story, as Williams 

(2006) describes, the relationship between atua as distant ancestors, continue to have a great 

influence in many areas of Te ao Māori. The most common version of the creation story (these 

too, differ between iwi) describes the separation of Ranginui (sky father) and Papatūānuku 

(earth mother). These two parents had many children; atua (supernatural beings or gods) who 
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are each guardians of different natural realms. This genealogy is shown on the whakapapa 

below; Sky father and Earth mother are the ancestors of all parts of nature; forests, birds, the 

sea, fish, water and people. As the creation story goes, to exist in light instead of darkness, the 

children of Ranginui and Papatūānuku forcibly separated their parent’s embrace. The parents 

still grieve their separation; the tears of Ranginui are rain, while mist from the earth represents 

Papatūānuku’s ongoing love and grief for her husband. As such, all water originates from this 

space. To create human kind, the gods conspired to together mould the human essence; from 

the red clay of the earth, and the life-giving breath of Tane (atua of forests), the female essence 

was formed. As such, the human form originates from the whenua (earth), and the mauri (life 

force) of the atua. Earth and human are inextricably linked and connected, and all beings 

(human or non), have whakapapa linked via the gods, to Ranginui and Papatūānuku (Roberts 

et al., 1995; Williams, 2006). As Roberts et al (2006) discuss, this is a total disjuncture with 

the construct of Christianity which still underpins a western environmental paradigm. Here, 

“supernatural and natural are parts of a unified whole” connected through common ancestors 

(Roberts et al., 1995 p.9).  

 

 
Fig 3.1 : Chart showing Whakapapa Māori (Ka ai et al., 2003 pg. 3). 

 

Understanding this creation story is an important basis off which to then understand the 

relationship between Māori and the environment, and roles such as kaitiakitanga (Roberts et 

al., 1995). The below excerpt from Roberts et al (1995) conveys this relationship;  
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It is the spiritual significance of land which is most dear to Māori. Whenua (land) also 

means placenta; hapū (extended family or sub-tribe) also means pregnant. The 

expression 'te ūkaipō' refers to the area where you were brought up, but it also means 

to be breast fed. The land's significance derives from Papatūānuku, hence the dual 

meaning of these words whereby the land is identified as the source of human creation, 

from which we were born, by which we are nurtured, and to which we return. This 

relationship is expressed symbolically in such customs as the burial of the pito 

(umbilical cord) and by appropriate karakia acknowledging the mana (authority; 

power) derived by Maori from Papatūānuku. Wiki, 1994 (in Roberts et al., 1995 pg. 

10). 

Clearly, from this we can see that humans, along with all other things, are part of nature, which 

contrasts starkly with the Christian man: nature dichotomy which underpins the dominant 

western environmental paradigm (Ginn, 2008; Hand and Kent, 1984; Ridgeway, 2008).  

 

Kaitiaki and Kaitiakitanga are both important words and roles within a Māori environmental 

view. ‘Kaitiaki’ comes from the word ‘tiaki’, meaning to protect or keep; therefore, to simplify, 

‘kaitiaki’ means guardian, while ‘kaitiakitanga’ is the act of guardianship. These words again 

reflect the interconnectedness between human, non-human and the natural realms of the atua. 

Kawharu (2000), suggests that ideas of kaitiakitanga and kaitiaki have been captured by a type 

of “latter day colonisation”, by which the depth and meaning of these concepts are simplified 

and romanticised for policy and understanding by Pākehā (Kawharu, 2000 pg. 349). 

Kaitiakitanga cannot be separated from its broader and deeper significance in all facets of Te 

ao Māori; as Kawharu (2000) puts it; “Kaitiakitanga continues to find centrality in Māori kin-

based communities because it weaves together ancestral, environmental and social threads of 

identity, purpose and practice” (Kawharu, 2000 pg. 350).  

 

The term kaitiakitanga  reflects a highly complex, holistic and unique value system and as such, 

translating the term into English for understanding by others and within a legal framework, is 

inherently difficult (Kawharu, 2000). The excerpt from Roberts et al (1995) explains the 

complexities of these words; Carmen Kirkwood explains it thus:  

Kaitiaki is a big word. It encompasses atua, tapu, mana. It involves whakapapa and tika; 

to know 'kaitiaki' is to know the Māori world. Everybody on this planet has a role to 

play as a guardian. But if you use the word kaitiaki, that person must be Māori because 
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of the depth and meaning of the word, and the responsibilities that go with it. The reason 

is that to be a kaitiaki means looking after one's own blood and bones- literally. One's 

whanaunga and tupuna include the plants and animals, rocks and trees. We are all 

descended from Papatūānuku; she is our kaitiaki and we in turn are hers. (Roberts et 

al., 1995 pg. 13).  

 

Like Kawharu (2000), Roberts et al (1995) discuss that kaitiaki and kaitiakitanga are often 

misunderstood when placed into a western environmental paradigm. For example, 

kaitiakitanga in the Resource Management Act (RMA) is defined as guardianship and/or 

stewardship... “Stewardship is not an appropriate definition since the original meaning of 

stewardship is to ‘guard someone else’s property’ […], the ownership of property [in the 

traditional Māori world] was a foreign concept… Thus the resources of the earth did not belong 

to man but rather, man belonged to the earth” (Roberts et al., 1995 pg. 14). Likewise, “it is 

wrong to think that we humans act as ‘kaitiaki’ of nature- that is a Pākehā view. The earth 

kaitiaki is us; what we must do is respect and nurture the kaitiakitanga of Papatūānuku…” 

(Roberts et al., 1995 pg.14).  

 

All things originating from atua are believed to have mauri (vital essence, life-force). In a Māori 

environmental view, when resources are used in a sustainable way, their mauri is continually 

preserved. Water is viewed in this way; as a living thing with mauri that differs across different 

bodies of water. Water can become polluted both in a physical or spiritual sense, and both 

influences can alter a body of water’s mauri. Maintaining this mauri is of upmost importance 

within a Māori environmental view (Williams, 2006). Alongside this, much of a Māori 

‘environmental view’ is based around sustainable use and the importance of the relationship 

with the environment to attain food. Oftentimes, Māori conservation or environmental 

perspectives are understood within a western framework as romanticised and sentimental with 

a focus on the ‘intrinsic’ value of nature. This is not actually the case however as Roberts et al 

(1995) discuss, intrinsic value of nature was a foreign concept in Te ao Māori and originates 

from the western human, nature dichotomy and the construction of ‘wilderness’. Roberts et al 

(1995) argue that if a Māori conservation or environmental ethic was able to be condensed and 

defined into a western framework, then it would be based around reciprocity, and the 

sustainable use of resources primarily for food; the practice of mahinga kai (Ngāi Tahu, 2019; 

Roberts et al., 1995).  
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A number of traditional concepts and practices regarding water reflect the Māori world-view 

described above and allow for the management of freshwater ecosystems. Several different 

classifications for management could be placed on a body of water, habitat and so on in order 

to manage and sustain the ecosystem. Water that was of special significance for rituals, 

cleansing, burial sites etc was classified as ‘waitapu’ (wai- water, tapu- sacred) for that specific 

purpose only. Whole catchments could also be prohibited permanently in some cases to ensure 

that the mauri of the water does not change. The Leith Stream, Central Dunedin is an example 

of this, and was banned due to sacred rituals being performed in the upper catchment (Williams, 

2006). Williams (2006) reports that to this day, some local families do not take any resources 

from the catchment because of this historical proscription. Other management techniques were 

habitat enhancement (such as position fallen logs in streams or opening and closing lagoons 

strategically to the sea), population improvement and breeding, and restrictions on harvesting 

certain species at certain times of the year or when the environment was showing signs of stress 

(Williams, 2006).  

 

In contemporary times, there are some opportunities for Māori to still act as kaitiaki of 

freshwater ecosystems, however these are arguably very restricted. The western environmental 

paradigm which underpins contemporary conservation and management, are not particularly 

open to having alternate worldviews co-existing alongside the productivist framework in which 

water in Aotearoa NZ is viewed and treated. The Conservation Act 1987 requires that effect be 

given to the principles of the Treaty of Waitangi, but as chapter 2 explored, there are many 

issues with this actually being exercised (Tipa and Welch, 2006). As chapter 2 discussed, co-

management is a conservation approach which has evolved in its use in Aotearoa NZ, and DOC 

has many constructive partnerships with iwi across the country. The autonomy of indigenous 

communities in these processes however is contested (Tipa and Welch, 2006). Under the 

Resource Management Act 1991, iwi are able to challenge resource consent applications in 

recognised areas, in a way that is greater than the standing of the general public (Tipa and 

Welch, 2006).  

 

There have been some encouraging developments recently, such as the Whanganui River case 

in 2017. That year, parliament passed a bill to recognise the unique relationship between the 

Whanganui River and the local iwi. This historic bill  (Te Awa Tupua) has given the river a 

legal personality, which recognises the dis-separation of human and non, in a Māori 
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environmental view and allows for long terms protection and restoration (New Zealand 

Parliament, 2017). This is an encouraging example of how management and policy approaches 

might be more open to co-existence of multiple differing ways of knowing within Aotearoa 

NZ’s approach to water. 

 

3.2.2 Water as a resource and commodity- productivist attitudes and economic 
development.  

 

There is also great diversity in western perspectives of the environment, although typically 

overtime these have subscribed to the general human-nature separation which has been 

traditionally underpinned by Christianity. As time has evolved however, these perspectives 

have shifted; ideas of the intrinsic value of nature, sustainability, integrated management and 

collaborative approaches, go some way to challenge and break down the more traditional 

perspectives. For example the National Parks Act 1980, and the Conservation Act 1987, both 

have strong references to this intrinsic value of nature (Department of Conservation, 2019c). 

As Strack (2018) discusses, there are two dichotomous narratives which can be used to describe 

how we as humans live on and with the land. The first describes humans adapting our needs 

and desires to fit into what is available, realistic and sustainable for the environment and future 

generations, while the second describes modifying and moulding the land to suit human ideals 

and demands (such as high production, gaining economic value from land and water, sustaining 

growth and so on) (Strack, 2018). I will argue in this section, that the dominant discourse and 

perspective underpinning the use and management of freshwater ecosystems and resources 

throughout Aotearoa New Zealand’s history could be characterised as productivist, economic-

centric and capitalist, in line with Strack’s second characterisation, as above (Jay, 2007; Strack, 

2018). 

 

The second major colonisation of Aotearoa New Zealand by Europeans brought with it a 

western approach to living with the land. Significant habitat loss incurred with a drive by the 

colonial population to reconstruct the familiar agricultural landscapes of their home countries. 

Considerable conversion of our land to sheep, cattle and grain production ensued. Overtime, 

developments in technology have enabled humans to further mould the environment for 

production and economic growth; most notably the advancement of technology to extract and 

spread water across long distances, drastically altering landscapes (Strack, 2018).  
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Through these modifications and developments, we can see that since colonisation of Aotearoa 

NZ by Europeans, water has been viewed as a resource to be exploited, used and managed for 

the use of humans. This management has also been highly technocratic and engineered; 

trickling, winding streams have been straightened, manipulated and extracted from to better 

suit their ‘uses’ for the benefits of humans. We live in world where with fast developing 

technology and engineering, we are able to manipulate and mould the environment to our suit 

our every need (Strack, 2018). As Strang (2004) quotes;  

Water in the Capitalist state has no intrinsic value, no integrity that must be respected. 

Water is no longer valued as a divinely appointed means for survival, for producing 

and reproducing human life, as it was in local subsistence communities. Nor is it an 

awe-inspiring animistic ally as it was in the agrarian states. It has now become a 

commodity that is bought and sold. Worster, 1985 (as quoted in Strang, 2004 p. 36).  
 

Jay (2007) argues along similar lines, that in Aotearoa NZ the majority, notably industries, 

view the environment and ecosystem resources narrowly, in terms of how they can be managed 

to enable production (Jay, 2007). Productivism is closely linked with a capitalist system and 

defined by Jay (2007: 267) as “a commitment to an intensive, industrially driven and 

expansionist agriculture with state support based primarily on output and increased 

productivity”. The author argues that how Aotearoa NZ has come to conceptualise the land and 

resources is aligned with this definition, and that this then shapes how these resources are 

managed and used (Jay, 2007; Memon and Kirk, 2012). The example of the agricultural 

industry is used with regard to land and water resources; arguably within a productivist 

ideology, land and water become commodities for the means of production, and this changes 

the values that underpin how people use and relate to their environment, and also narrows the 

management and approaches to rectifying environmental crises, such as that of freshwater (Jay, 

2007).  

 

Alongside this productivist attitude, there has been space for conservation however. As we saw 

in Chapter 2, Aotearoa NZ has a history of a strong conservation ethic, often positioned 

contrary to the agricultural and exploitative economic priorities. Using a Protected Areas 

approach (as chapter 2 discussed, some staggering 30% of our land is in some form of PCL), 

has been the dominant form of conservation for a long time in Aotearoa NZ. This in some 

ways, fits well alongside a productivist attitude, where certain pockets of land are set aside for 
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preservation and conservation, while others are somewhat freely subject to development (Jay, 

2005). Arguably, within the context of productivism, intensification of agriculture, and 

freshwater conservation, a Protected Areas approach is not sufficient, given the inability of 

PCL borders to protect freshwater.  

 

This way of viewing the environment as a commodity is increasingly being challenged 

however; with climate change, increased frequency of flooding and drought, and water 

degradation, the days where we can construct the environment around our needs, seem to be 

numbered, suggesting that a shift to the first narrative as described above is becoming 

increasingly important. Of course, there are other values placed on freshwater ecosystems too; 

the recreational actives which freshwater resources support are arguably an important part of 

many New Zealander’s identities; fishing, gathering food, birdwatching and hunting, 

swimming, water sports and so on are all supported by rich and healthy freshwater ecosystems. 

However, if we look at how resources and more specifically water, have been managed and 

utilised as a tool for development and economic growth, we can see that freshwater is very 

much seen as a commodity to be managed within the capitalist system of the country’s 

economy (Jay, 2007; Strack, 2018). I would argue that this restricts the space for other ways 

of valuing freshwater to be considered, and therefore leads to negative environmental outcomes 

and unsustainable management and use, where the economy and growth is most often 

prioritised over others (Memon and Kirk, 2012).  

 

3.2.3 State of freshwater ecosystems. 
 

It is no secret that freshwater ecosystems across Aotearoa NZ have been increasingly degrading 

for some time. There are many problems faced by freshwater ecosystems; notably influx of 

nutrients and sediment into waterways, low flows, and destruction of freshwater habitats 

through waterway modifications. Loss of terrestrial biodiversity and the draining of wetlands 

also have negative impacts in the broader picture of freshwater ecosystems (Department of 

Conservation, 2019a).  

 

A report carried out by the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment team in 2013 

Water quality in New Zealand: Land use and nutrient pollution, came to some very negative 

conclusions for our freshwater ecosystems, showing that without rapid intervention we would 
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continue to see degradation of water quality. Jan Wright, the Commissioner at the time 

concluded as such;  

When this investigation began, I hoped the modelling would provide happier news. In 

much of my work, I actively seek out ‘win-wins' for the economy and the environment. 

But in this case, New Zealand does face a classic economy versus environment 

dilemma. (New Zealand Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment, 2013 pg.7).  

In short, the report found that nutrient loss into waterways were one of the key drivers of 

degradation, and that continuing to privilege the economy over our environment would lead to 

devastating impacts for freshwater ecosystems (New Zealand Parliamentary Commissioner for 

the Environment, 2013).  

 

A couple of years later in 2017, the Ministry for Environment and Stats NZ State of Freshwater 

report showed some shocking results regarding the state of our freshwater ecosystems and 

indicated that little progress had been made since the 2013 report by the Commissioner. To 

summarise, some of the key trends the study found were;  

• 90% of wetlands nationwide have now been drained. Wetlands are incredibly 

important, and historically undervalued parts of our environment. They filter nutrients, 

act as natural flood controls, and provide habitat for a huge array of native wildlife.  

• Nitrogen leaching into waterways had increased by 29%, with nitrogen levels 

increasing in 55% of monitored sites. Meanwhile, phosphorus levels are improving at 

more sites than they are worsening. Nitrogen and Phosphorus are the main nutrients 

which cause problems in our waterways, excessive levels of both cause algae growth 

which pollutes water, smothers native freshwater habitats and makes waterways un-

inhabitable for freshwater biodiversity.  

• Of 65 lakes monitored, 24 were characterised as ‘very poor’ quality.  

• Resource consents for water consumption were dominated by irrigation (51%), other 

(22%) and industry (13%).  

• Threatened species levels were concerningly high; 31% of plants, 72% of native 

freshwater fish, and 34% of invertebrates are threatened or at risk of extinction.  

(Ministry for the Environment and Stats NZ, 2017). 

 

As a country that prides itself as clean and green, the above trends are fairly concerning. The 

downwards spiral of Aotearoa NZ’s freshwater ecosystems have been the focus of much 
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examination and discussion by researchers, conservationists, journalists and politicians (Foote, 

Joy and Death, 2015; Joy et al., 2018). As the Commissioner wrote in the 2013 report, many 

thousands of papers have been written about the factors driving freshwater degradation and the 

importance of industry internalising these. However it would appear that still today, these 

interventions and practices are eluding us (New Zealand Parliamentary Commissioner for the 

Environment, 2013).   

 

3.3 Changing land-uses… the intensification and expansion of dairy farming.  
 

3.3.1 The evolution of the dairy industry in Aotearoa New Zealand.  
 

Farming has always been a cornerstone of our economy and arguably identity, here in Aotearoa 

New Zealand. As a young country, we have rapidly altered and converted our environment in 

a way that took many other parts of the world multiple centuries. Post colonisation, land once 

clothed from mountains to sea in rich biodiversity, has been felled and burned for conversion 

to agriculture. Initially, sheep, cattle and grain production were the focus of this conversion, 

with dairying playing a then smaller role, contributing to growth and development of a lot of 

the North Island. But given the commodified, export driven economic model our country has 

followed, as global demand and markets have changed, so too has land-use, and the role of 

dairy has since grown. Approximately 80% of our agricultural production is exported, meaning 

for a small country, we have an unusual reliance on global markets (Gray and Le Heron, 2010; 

Strack, 2018).   

 

Changes in the fabric of land-use and dominance of certain industries can also be tracked 

alongside the roll out of neoliberal reform across all facets of society in the 1980s. The 

agricultural sector was deregulated and farm and production subsidies were removed along 

with funding for things like natural disaster relief for farmers (Smith and Montgomery, 2004). 

This was a response to increasing globalisation and the intention behind these changes was to 

expose the industry to the international market and global competition (Jay, 2007; Ryan, 2004). 

This somewhat crippled the farming industry and farm land, profits and income dropped 

significantly (Ryan, 2004). As part of this reform, there were some really significant structural 

changes to how farming operated across the country. In the case of the existing dairy industry 

at the time, reforms were particularly significant with consolidation of small independent 

businesses into larger regional companies; by 1998 there were only two major players in the 
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industry and these were later amalgamated into one (Fonterra) in 2001 (Smith and 

Montgomery, 2004).  

 

In the last two decades, the intensification and expansion of dairying across Aotearoa NZ has 

been hugely significant; the land utilised by dairy farming increased by 46% between 1993 and 

2012, with cattle numbers increasing two-fold in the same time period  (Foote, Joy and Death, 

2015). To represent the intensification of this industry, the production of milk solids can be 

used as a measure; again, between 1990 and 2012, milk solids production increased by 195%, 

and production of milk solids per cow and hectare of land respectively, increased by a 

staggering 40% and 60% (Foote, Joy and Death, 2015). The North Island and areas of 

Southland had long been areas of dairy farming but the last two decades have also seen 

expansion into Canterbury and Otago (Gray and Le Heron, 2010). Through this intensification, 

every last little bit of productivity is being squeezed out of both the animals and the land that 

is exploited in the pursuit for growth and development of the industry (Foote, Joy and Death, 

2015). To achieve this expansion and intensification, inputs from outside the natural and local 

ecosystems are needed. These include chemical fertilisers (notably phosphate and nitrogen 

based), additional water to mould landscapes into more dairy-suitable land, and feed. In 

Aotearoa NZ this feed is commonly palm kernel expeller which is imported and comes with 

its own host of ethical and environmental concerns (Foote, Joy and Death, 2015).  

 

Gray and Le Heron (2010) discuss that much of this intensification of the dairy industry in 

Aotearoa New Zealand has been driven by globalisation and the outward, export-focus of our 

economy. The very creation of Fonterra was justified on the premise that it was required in 

order to be able to respond to the globalisation of dairy and the competition that Aotearoa NZ’s 

industry was as a result exposed to (Jay, 2007). Global demand for NZ milk products is higher 

than the industry can supply. There are also other challenges associated with having demand 

based offshore; NZ is geographically distant from the markets it supplies; fresh milk has a short 

shelf-life and production is highly seasonal calling for onshore processing of products that can 

be held in inventory. All of these factors have arguably pushed the industry down a mass 

production of low cost and quality products pathway, mainly in the form of milk powder (Gray 

and Le Heron, 2010). As thousands more people move in the ‘middle class’ in many of our 

main dairy markets (China, India, South America), demand for milk products is likely to 
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continue to grow, which presents some huge challenges in a situation whereby intensification 

has reached, or as I would argue, significantly breached, its environmental limits.  

 

3.3.1.1 Introducing Fonterra Co-operative Group Limited (Fonterra). 
 

Fonterra Co-operative Group Limited (Fonterra) is a nutrition company; a co-operative of over 

10,000 Kiwi farmers and families. Fonterra was created in 2001 when the country’s two major 

dairy co-ops (Kiwi co-operative Dairies and New Zealand Dairy group), merged with the New 

Zealand Dairy Board. While Fonterra does well to market itself as a Kiwi company, embedded 

in local communities and Kiwi farming families, the scale and significance of the group on the 

global stage cannot be ignored. As has been established in the section above, by Aotearoa NZ 

standards, Fonterra is a global giant; our largest company, embedded within a complex global 

network of relationships and markets. Fonterra’s influence and weight within the industry is 

significant both locally and globally (Gray and Le Heron, 2010). Locally, Fonterra exports 

make up 25% of New Zealand total exports and the cooperative is responsible for 

approximately 90% of our country’s dairy production (DairyNZ, no date; Fonterra, 2018). The 

fifth largest dairy company in the world, Fonterra exports 95% of its’ product to the global 

market; selling products to some 140 countries and dominating markets in China, Malaysia and 

Sri Lanka, as well as rapidly developing markets in Africa and South America (Fonterra, 2018;  

RNZ, 2018). A lot of Fonterra’s customers are also food manufacturers, for example as of 

2015, Fonterra was global giant Nestlé’s largest supplier of dairy products (Gray and Le Heron, 

2010).  

 

Evidently, Fonterra is certainly not just locally produced milk for local consumption, its 

dependence upon global markets is far more significant than the dairy market here at home. 

The dominance and ‘importance’ of Fonterra as part of Aotearoa NZ’s ‘place’ in the world and 

influence on the global stage, as well as the reliance of our economy on dairy farming, are often 

used as justification and argument against critique about the environmental and social costs at 

which the industry operates.  

 

3.3.2 Linking dairy intensification and environmental degradation.  
 

To industrialise, intensify and expand the dairy industry across the country, land-use has had 

to change in some areas dramatically. The conversion of land to dairy farming has resulted in 
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loss of biodiversity, native plants, animals and habitats across vast areas. Areas once dominated 

by dairy farming are sometimes referred to as ‘green deserts’, where one can drive or fly for 

kilometres through an area and see only green pasture and cows, where once a mosaic of 

different habitats, ecosystems and land-uses would have existed. Alongside these landscape 

changes, waterways have been significantly degraded through a range of processes, most 

significantly intensive scale dairy farming.  

 

Foote et al (2015) list a number of practices related to dairy farming which contribute to 

freshwater degradation; water extraction, increased stock levels, riparian grazing, fertilizer 

application, wetland drainage and clearance of vegetation (Foote, Joy and Death, 2015). The 

major impacts of these are increased nutrient levels, faecal contamination and sedimentation, 

all of which significantly impact on water quality. Alongside these, water quantity is also an 

issue, as well as loss of the habitats and biodiversity that freshwater ecosystems support (Foote, 

Joy and Death, 2015).  

 

3.3.2.1 The Dirty Dairying Campaign 2002.  
 

A particularly powerful moment regarding freshwater ecosystems and degradation, which 

arguably brought the issue into much of NZ society’s consciousness, was the Dirty Dairying 

Campaign of 2002. This was an impassioned NZ-wide campaign against the dairy industry and 

was coordinated by Fish and Game and Forest and Bird. This for much of Aotearoa NZ was a 

wakeup call, and a call to arms to mobilise the public in the fight against environmental 

degradation (Duncan, 2017). A NIWA report commissioned by Fish and Game, drew clear 

links between significant decline in freshwater ecology, in dairy farming catchments 

throughout the country (Holland, 2014). The contributions of dairy farming to the freshwater 

decline were predominantly thought to be the influx of nutrients because of irrigation and 

fertiliser run-off into waterways. Other issues are the extraction of freshwater from the water 

table for irrigation, livestock standing in waterways and mechanical draining, straightening and 

altering of waterways natural states (Foote, Joy and Death, 2015). The term ‘Dirty dairying’ 

became a common phrase with much of the public drawing strong links between ‘dirty 

dairying’ and all dairy farming, and this phrase is not uncommon still today.  
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3.3.2.2 Fonterra in the environmental space. 
 

Given their size and dominance in the industry, Fonterra’s reach and influence within the 

environmental space as it relates to dairy farming, has the potential to be great. Despite this, 

Fonterra’s environmental track record has arguably not been particularly positive. Indeed, the 

company has been slow to take leadership and acknowledge the role of dairy (and therefore 

Fonterra) in contributing to the extensive environmental problems we are facing today. This 

attitude could be said to be representative of New Zealand in general, not solely Fonterra. The 

freshwater space has really changed over the last ten years; for a long-time there was a lack of 

recognition, or perhaps a refusal to acknowledge, the plethora of negative environmental 

externalities accompanying the ongoing intensification and industrialisation of dairying. The 

government, the dairy industry, regional councils and a clear majority of New Zealand society 

in general, have spent a long time unaware of, and then arguably ignoring the growing warning 

signs.  

 

However, in the last five to ten years there have been some real shifts in focus, recognition and 

awareness around the issues facing dairy farming, freshwater and sustainability in this country. 

These recent advances have come particularly from the private sector and the government, 

whose commitments have been rather lacking in the past. It appears that there is now a growing 

drive from Fonterra and others in the private sector, to address the issues and consider their 

role within these complex environmental and social challenges.  

 

The following will briefly summarise the actions taken by Fonterra pertaining to sustainability 

and the environment in the past two decades. We can few these actions along a kind of 

trajectory of Fonterra’ evolution within the environmental space. When the co-operative was 

first established, it was very much focused on supporting farmers in terms of production, 

growth and on-farm things like food quality and work safety. As the sections below will show 

however, this initial service and focus has evolved throughout time, arguably as public and 

government pressure has changed, and as environmental issues have been seen to intensify.  

 

3.3.2.2.1 The Dairying and Clean Streams Accord 2003.  
 

The Dairying and Clean Streams Accord was arguably one of the first attempts of Fonterra to 

engage in the environmental space in terms of collaboration with wider groups. The Accord 
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was established in 2003 and is thought to have been in response to the ‘Dirty Dairying 

Campaign’ of 2002. As discussed above, this was a very impassioned National campaign 

against the dairy industry, coordinated by Fish and Game. The term ‘Dirty dairying’ became a 

common phrase with much of the public drawing strong links between dirty dairying and all 

dairy farming. This undoubtedly put a great deal of pressure on major players in the industry, 

notably Fonterra, and others have argued that this was one of the key factors in prompting the 

creation of the Clean Streams Accord (Holland, 2014; Jay, 2007). Jay (2007) argues that 

comments made by Fonterra officials at the time also indicate that this move from Fonterra 

was a direct response to concern of government regulation, and the recognition that their 

marketing image was taking a hit (Jay, 2007).  

 

The Accord was an agreement between Fonterra, local government, The Ministry for 

Environment, and the Ministry for Agriculture and Forestry (now Ministry for Primary 

Industries).  The intention of the Accord is for the organisations to all work together in their 

various roles, “to achieve clean healthy water, including streams, rivers, lakes, ground water 

and wetlands, in dairying areas.” (Holland, 2014. pg. 63). Specifically, this goal was to ‘have 

water that is suitable, where appropriate, for: fish; drinking by stock; and swimming (in areas 

defined by regional councils).” (Deans and Hackwell, 2008 pg. 9). Fonterra’s role was to work 

with farmers to inform and encourage best practice, and monitor and report the results, while 

Regional Council’s roles were to create regional actions plans for implementation and the 

ministerial departments were to oversee progress and provide advice and assistance (Holland, 

2014). 

 

The Accord was critiqued from the outset for several reasons. Holland (2014) states that the 

main concerns were as follows; The lack of farmer consultation, the lack of representation of 

other environmental groups (e.g. Forest and Bird, Fish and Game), the lack of clarity, actions 

and measurements of outputs associated with the goals of the Accord, ambiguity of progress 

and results, and the fact that for farmers participation was entirely voluntary (Holland, 2014). 

As Deans and Hackwell (2008) state, even while farmer compliance with the accord increased 

over time, water quality continued to decline, suggesting that perhaps ‘best-practice’ under the 

accord, was not best-practice at all (Deans and Hackwell, 2008). This begs the question; were 

the actions of the accord meaningful, with the potential for change, or was it simply a response 

to criticism and a ‘window-dressing’, symbolic policy of sorts? Jay (2007) argued that the 
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Clean Streams Accord provided a promise, but no assurance or guarantee that any actions from 

the Accord, would actually result in improved waterways (Jay, 2007). A such, the Accord was 

generally considered to be a failure (Deans and Hackwell, 2008).   

 

3.3.2.2.2 The 2013 Sustainable Dairying: Water Accord.  
 

The Sustainable Dairying water accord replaced the accord of 2003, when it expired in 2013. 

While there are some similarities to the 2003 version, some significant changes have been 

made, which possibly indicates some evolution in Fonterra’s approach to engagement with the 

issue. The new accord is between a wider group of stakeholders; led by DairyNZ rather than 

solely Fonterra and is marketed as “a commitment to New Zealand by the dairy sector” 

(DairyNZ, 2015 pg. 1). There are three ‘tiers’ of stakeholders within this approach; 

‘accountable partners’, ‘supporting partners’ and ‘friends of the accord’. Accountable partners 

are those who have specific responsibilities within the agreement; DairyNZ and most major 

milk producers (e.g Fonterra), are present within this tier. Supporting partners are those who 

have made a commitment to support the Accountable Partners to achieve the desired outcomes 

of the accord; this group is made up by the Fertiliser Association, Ravensdown, Federated 

Famers and Irrigation NZ. Finally, the ‘friends of the accord’, are local government, The 

Federation of Māori Authorities and several government ministries. Their role is simply that 

they are “supportive of the accord…. in the spirit of collaboration” (DairyNZ, 2015 pg.2; 

Holland, 2014). This addition of the accord appears to be more inclusive in its’ participation, 

although they ‘accountable’ partners with specific responsibilities are still rather exclusive, and 

it is still lacking any buy-in from groups who might be considered to be ‘protagonists’ such as 

environmental NGOs, or notably, The Department of Conservation (Holland, 2014).  

 

The goal of this accord is to ensure that the dairy sector play their role in fulfilling the vision 

for New Zealand’s waterways. This vision is as follows;  

Underpinning the Accord is a common desire of the signatories to recognise, protect 

and, where opportunities exist, enhance the many benefits and experiences New 

Zealanders enjoy in freshwater. These include fishing, swimming, recreating, gathering 

mahinga kai and provision of habitat for aquatic species as well as the ability to use 

water for social, cultural and economic betterment. (DairyNZ, 2015 pg. 3).  

This certainly represents some shifts from the 2003 accord in terms of the aspirations for 

waterways going beyond just their use for drinking by humans and stock, and towards 
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incorporating a wider range of values. The accord is also more rigorous in terms of its 

monitoring of outcomes and results; however, progress does appear to still be measured 

narrowly, mainly in terms of on-farm fencing and bridging waterways. While effective at a 

local level, this is hardly sufficient for making meaningful  and holistic changes to 

sustainability and water quality at a National level (Holland, 2014). Certainly, there are some 

shifts for Fonterra between the first accord in 2003, and the updated version in 2013. While the 

Sustainable Dairying water accord was not spearheaded solely by Fonterra, perhaps it can still 

be an evolution in terms of Fonterra’s willingness to collaborate more widely with other 

industry and government groups towards issues in the environmental space. Critique remains 

however, particularly around the focus of a narrow set of on-farm interventions, and at the lack 

of collaboration with protagonist groups.  

 

Interestingly, 2013 is also the year that Fonterra launched its Living Water partnership with the 

Department of Conservation (DOC), for a duration of ten years. In contrast to the two initiatives 

earlier on in Fonterra’s environmental timeline, Living Water would appear to signify some 

noteworthy shifts. Most significant is the collaboration with the Department of Conservation. 

As has been discussed earlier in this section, the lack of input or engagement with the 

Department of Conservation, has been a major critique of the environmental efforts made by 

Fonterra in the past. Given their immense expertise in biodiversity conservation and freshwater 

ecosystems, and their role in looking after some 30% of Aotearoa New Zealand’s environment, 

their inclusion in these collaborative processes would have seemed obvious. As Holland (2014) 

pointed out, DOC was absent from the earlier processes, along with environmental groups who 

would likely be considered to challenge Fonterra, and advocate strongly for nature to be 

prioritised (Holland, 2014).  

 

The fact that in this program then, Fonterra’s main partner is the Department of Conservation, 

suggests a real shift from the company in their willingness to engage with other groups. As 

chapter 2 discussed, over the last decade we have seen some real shifts within DOC towards 

approaches aligned with neoliberal conservation. The restructure in 2013 consolidated these 

shifts, with a real focus on public-private partnerships for conservation. As such, DOC has 

clearly become increasingly open to partnering with private sector businesses and this 

partnership era has coincided with the increasing pushback against Fonterra to regain SLO. 

The LW program is different in other ways too, where the accords were general, country wide 
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approaches, the LW program is focused narrowly on five catchments, as places of 

experimentation and development of transformative tools and processes for farming and 

biodiversity. LW, could be seen as a continuation of how Fonterra’s efforts in this space have, 

and continue to evolve over time in response to public, industry, government pressure and 

hopefully, the recognition that it is the right thing to do. 

 

As has been mentioned thus far in this chapter, public pressure around dairy farming 

intensification and expansion, and environmental degradation has grown in the last decade and 

a half and is arguably one of the key prompts for the industry to take ownership and action in 

the space. The following section will examine this in more detail, with a focus on how this 

environmental space has become increasingly politicised over time.  

 

3.3.3 Politicisation of the dairy industry (and dairy farmers).  
 

The Aotearoa NZ water space, and by association dairy farming and farmers have become 

increasingly politicised over the past few decades. The social licence to operate of the dairy 

industry and farmers has been diminishing since the ‘Dirty Dairying’ campaign was launched 

in the early 2000s, as was introduced in an earlier section of this chapter  (Holland, 2014). 

Since this time, we have seen the convergence of many environmental issues related to farming, 

the effects of which often take up to a decade to come to fruition. Duncan (2017), describes 

this as the ‘lag affect’, which arguably has had significant impacts in the social and political 

spaces surrounding these environmental issues (Duncan, 2017). Given the many values that a 

great deal of New Zealanders place on their environment and attain from clean and healthy 

waterways; ecosystem services, recreational values and usage, gathering of mahinga kai, 

cultural practices and spiritual connection to our awa, it is no surprise that the issues around 

degrading waterways quickly became an emotive and contentious issue, and a focus of local 

and national politics.  

 

Within this continued process of politicisation, we saw the dairy industry and farmers bear the 

brunt of media coverage, focus by environment groups, and blame from the public. This in 

some ways was justified, as clear links were increasingly being made between the rapid 

industrialisation of dairy, and the degrading ecology of our environment. As Jay (2007) argues, 

dairy farmers are a small part of a large industrial and commercial network which assists with 

production, processes and markets their raw milk, and drives growth in the industry. Arguably 
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however, politicisation and critique of this broad network and industry (particularly where the 

media and public are concerned), has in many cases narrowed to politicise and blame dairy 

farmers and communities. A number of papers written by Duncan (2013, 2017) exemplify this, 

finding that farmers felt accused for single-handedly ruining the environment and Aotearoa 

NZ’s clean-green brand, when many of them felt that the media extrapolated a few bad farmers 

stories to represent dairy farming communities’ in their entirety. Many farmers also referred to 

‘town folk’ and the criticism they experienced when people found out that they were dairy 

farmers. Some of the farmers in Duncan’s (2017) study felt uncomfortable and isolated in 

public and social situations when conversations about work and livelihoods came up. There 

was also a sense of frustration that the people critiquing dairy farmers just didn’t understand 

the ‘realities’ of the industry, the pressures they faced, and the fact that many of them were 

following guidelines, within limits and making on farm changes (Duncan, 2014, 2017).  

 

Another controversial political moment related to freshwater issues was in early 2017 when 

the National Party (in government at the time), suddenly announced their plan to make 90% of 

New Zealand’s rivers and lakes swimmable by 2040. Given the fact that National had spent 

months stressing that this could not be achieved because it was not economically feasible, this 

announcement was met with surprise, and scepticism by many environmental groups (Knight, 

2018). This scepticism was well warranted, as it soon became clear that to reach this ambitious 

goal, National had simply weakened the standard that measures swimability. Alongside this, a 

single measurement was being used to determine a waterway’s swimability; E.coli for rivers 

and levels of toxic algae for lakes; arguably this is a woefully insufficient measure of a body 

of water’s health. These realisations were met with disbelief and anger from environmental 

groups, opposition political parties and New Zealanders, and despite denial from National; the 

Minister for the Environment (Nick Smith) was not able to present any evidence to support his 

denial of these facts. This absolute debacle highlights the level to which freshwater issues in 

Aotearoa NZ have become a political issue, and that political party’s position on these issues 

has become increasingly important for gaining favour with the general New Zealand public 

(Knight, 2018).  

 

The most recent national elections were also an example of the level to which freshwater 

degradation has become a societal concern for New Zealanders. There was a great deal of 

controversy when the Labour party leader Jacinda Ardern announced the intention of the party 
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to introduce a ‘water-tax/royalty’, as a way of industries and uses of freshwater for commercial 

gain having to internalise their environmental impacts on freshwater. The idea was that the 

revenue generated by the royalty would be returned to regional councils in the region it was 

raised, and invested into programs for freshwater ecosystem restoration (New Zealand Labour 

Party, 2017). This announcement was met with very variable responses; The Green Party, many 

environmental groups and conservation minded New Zealanders supported the policy, while 

opposition political parties and industry, notably the farming sector, vehemently opposed it 

(RNZ, 2017). This came to a head when approximately 600 farmers gathered to protest the 

policies in the Labour Party leader’s farming hometown. The protestors argued that the tax 

would cripple their livelihoods and families, that it was the wrong approach to improving 

freshwater degradation, that farming is the ‘lifeblood’ of Aotearoa NZ and something we all 

rely on, contested being the target for blame and responsibility for the freshwater crisis pointing 

to for example, the closure of many Auckland city beaches due to urban and industrial runoff 

(RNZ, 2017). Now that the Labour party has formed a coalition to create the current 

government, this water tax hasn’t yet come to fruition, however the heightened tensions and 

importance of the issue during the 2017 exemplified that a decade and a half after the dirty 

dairying campaign, the issue is still alive in the hearts and minds of so many New Zealanders.  

 

Arguably, the image that has been portrayed by the media invariably since the early 2000s, 

show farmers and dairy industry players (e.g. Fonterra) as non-caring, profit-focused and 

single-handedly responsible for ruining Aotearoa NZ’s ‘clean, green’ image (Duncan, 2017). 

While certainly a lot of the responsibility does lie with the dairy industry, we too often hear the 

issue presented as ‘black and white’, two contrasting narratives of ‘pro-farming’ and ‘pro-

environment/conservation’, one against the other. Arguably, the ongoing politicisation of the 

dairy industry is not particularly conducive to progress and meaningful change, and only acts 

to push different groupings further apart, particularly when farmers are key to addressing the 

issue.  

 

As we have seen from the past two chapters, there is a long story around how Aotearoa New 

Zealand has evolved as both an agricultural/primary industry focused nation, and a nation with 

a large population of people with a strong sense of environmental consciousness and value for 

conservation and wilderness. The tensions have always been present here, between exploitative 

and preservation, but as dairy farming has intensified and expanded in the context of neoliberal 
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reform and an attitude of productivism, environmental degradation has worsened, and these 

dichotomies have come to a head in the freshwater conservation space. We can see Living 

Water then as a case study which encapsulates these tensions found at the intersection of dairy, 

freshwater and conservation, and use it to try and understand the different perspectives present 

among the partners, stakeholders and interest groups in this space, with an eye to considering 

how progress may be made into the future. 

 
3.4 Conclusion  
 

This chapter has introduced both the freshwater and dairy farming spaces in Aotearoa New 

Zealand, and shown how as dairy farming has evolved, the two spaces along with conservation, 

have becoming increasingly intersecting. This has created a highly complex space, 

encompassing many values, understandings and environmental narratives; and this is the 

context in which Living Water, and all other actions in this space, engage.   

 

Evidently, freshwater is hugely important to New Zealanders for a wide range of reasons. We 

are unique in that we have an indigenous population with a rich and diverse set of values which 

underpin a Māori conservation ethic. Often at odds with this, as I have argued, the dominant 

way that particularly water (but also other parts of the environment) has been used and managed 

for some time is embedded within a capitalist framework whereby resources are seen as 

commodities and agents for economic growth and development.  

 

These conditions, along with neoliberal reform and rapid intensification of the dairy industry 

since the late 20th century has had major impacts on all facets of life in Aotearoa New Zealand; 

economically, environmentally and socially. The creation of Fonterra is a particularly notable 

event in the dairy industry’s evolution and it is now responsible for a huge proportion of the 

country’s export and trade. Expanding the industry to such levels however, has come at an 

environmental cost, and there are many serious environmental degradation issues associated 

with the dominance of dairy farming across the country. Fonterra has for a long time been quiet 

in the environmental space, slow to recognise and take ownership for the issues created. There 

have been some efforts made, which have evolved over time as this chapter has discussed. The 

case study partnership for this research, is one of the more recent efforts by Fonterra, and a 

continuation of the companies track record in the environmental space.  
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Finally, this chapter has explored how as the environmental impacts of dairy farming have 

become increasingly clear, the space has undergone significant politicisation. Freshwater 

degradation has become an important issue for New Zealanders and a pawn for political parties. 

Some would argue that this politicisation has gone too far, and victimised and isolated farming 

families, rather focusing on the huge industry in which dairy farmers are now embedded. It 

certainly appears to drive the perceived dichotomies between freshwater conservation and 

farming further apart. As we will see later in this research, these dynamics have been 

particularly important and relevant for the space in which the Living Water program works.  

 

The following chapter will introduce the research methodologies used for this research, with a 

focus on how I chose and engaged with stakeholders and participants to try and understand the 

diverse perspectives and experiences at the intersection of these complex spaces. The final 

three chapters will then discuss the findings of the research.  
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Chapter 4 : The Research Approach  
 
This chapter will introduce the research approach and methods used in this thesis. A 

constructivist epistemology is used alongside an interpretivist paradigm to understand the 

different narratives woven around these complex issues, and how different stakeholders across 

various case studies and institutions perceive and understand the issues related to this research. 

An interpretivist paradigm allows a more flexible and personal research structure to take place 

with the participants, which as is discussed further in this chapter, was important to the 

researcher. The use of two case studies within the context of the Living Water Program (DOC 

and Fonterra partnership) was employed to look more narrowly at how the program has played 

out at the Waituna catchment site, and the Ararira/LII site. Finally, I summarise how as the 

researcher, I engaged with the research topics, participants and data, and the methods that were 

taken, to create a story for this thesis.  

 

4.1 Theoretical framework 
 

To understand the complexities of the issues relevant to this thesis, a constructivist 

epistemology is used. As we have seen, the conservation and freshwater space is complicated 

by a range of contrasting and competing narratives. We can use a constructivist epistemology 

to help us understand how these competing knowledges create tension, contestation and power 

dynamics within these spaces, often leading to some narratives becoming dominant or 

privileged over others. A constructivist epistemology describes the idea that there is no one 

singular truth, but rather people’s own personal truth and the way they relate to the issues and 

environment around them, is moulded by their personal experiences and circumstances, and by 

the way they think about, perceive and interpret certain issues. Therefore, the narrative to which 

people subscribe around a certain environmental issue for example, is subject to a whole range 

of factors and influences. Therefore, constructivists argue that ‘truth’ is to some degree 

subjective; dependent upon the individual’s perspective. As a result, it is argued that there is 

no singular objective truth when it comes to the understandings and perceptions of an issue.  

Therefore, this approach allows the space for hegemonic views and power relations within 

society, or more narrowly within a certain debate or issue, to be evaluated, critiqued and 

challenged.  

Of course, in the context of this research there are some objective truths. Water quality can be 

measured and understood as being good, sufficient or poor against measurable standards that 
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are set in line with optimal conditions for ecological and environmental health and integrity, or 

standards for human health. These are understood to be an objective truth, although even in 

these cases acceptable standards can shift and with them the perceived ‘truths’. However, this 

measure of water quality does not consider other understandings and conceptions, such as a 

cultural health index, which encapsulates an indigenous approach to freshwater health. 

Additionally, surrounding the issue of water quality, there is most certainly no singular ‘truth’ 

which explains and unites the range of stakeholders in discussion around the causes, 

responsibility and solutions for this complex issue. As such, a constructivist epistemology can 

be used to approach these issues in a way which recognises that participants’ perception and 

understanding of the issue, is embedded within their lived experiences. To understand how the 

dominant debate has proceeded and various solutions presented then, it is important to unpack 

how different stakeholders perceive and understand the issues at hand, and thus the adoption 

of a constructivist epistemology is useful.  

 

An interpretivist paradigm is also used to interpret the semi-structured interviews that are 

conducted for the research. This aligns with a constructivist epistemology as it states that we 

need to interpret how other people understand a problem, rather than assuming that there will 

be a uniform conclusion or dominant ‘truth’. It also acknowledges that the researcher has some 

kind of prior knowledge about the research topic and context, but not enough to be able to form 

preconceived judgements and expectations in order to create a fixed research structure (Willis, 

2007). Therefore, the research develops and evolves alongside and in conjunction with the 

participants, rather than being dictated solely by the researchers’ agenda (Mackenzie and 

Knipe, 2006). In this research, this is done primarily by analysing research participants 

discourse in informal semi-structured interviews, relating to several topics around 

conservation, the DOC and Fonterra partnership and freshwater ecosystem challenges.  

 
4.2 Research Methods 
 

A range of different stakeholders and participants are included in this research, many of whom 

are engaged within the Living Water Program. These participants work in different ways within 

their respective organisations and their roles and experiences shape different perspectives and 

understandings of how the partnership has evolved, and the challenges in the environmental 

space. Some participants have large roles and responsibilities outside of the partnership, and 

are engaged at the more strategic, ‘big picture’ decision-making level. Others are involved 
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directly in the day to day operations and ‘on the ground’ relationships, and allow us to examine 

the real-life, applied implications of public-private partnerships for conservation. Making the 

distinction between these participants is useful, because the different levels at which they 

interact with the partnership and environmental issues, are likely to shape differing 

perspectives and experiences. As such, the participant groupings are shown in the tables below. 

Across the two case study sites, there are also some wider community partners or relationships, 

and these are included in the groupings. Across this spectrum of participants, it is hoped that a 

wide range of perspectives was gauged, helping to pull apart and understand the often 

dichotomous and competing narratives which accompany the intersection of conservation, 

freshwater and dairy farming here in Aotearoa New Zealand.  

 

Table 4.1 : Participant grouping 1. 

Participant number Organisation 

Participant 1 Department of Conservation (DOC) 

Participant 2 – Kevin Hackwell Royal Forest and Bird Protection Society of 

New Zealand 

Participant 3 Fonterra Co-operative Group Limited 

Participant 4 - Carolyn Mortland Fonterra Co-operative Group Limited 

Participant 5 – Richard Suggate  Ex- Department of Conservation (DOC) 

(special interest) 

Participant 6 Department of Conservation (DOC) 

Participant 7 Department of Conservation (DOC) 

 

 

Table 4.2 : Participant grouping 2. Ararira/LII, Te Waihora/Lake Ellesmere case study. 

Participant number Organisation 

Participant 8 Ranger, Department of Conservation (DOC) 

Participant 9 Sustainable Dairying Advisor (SDA), 

Fonterra 

Participant 10 Fonterra dairy farmer 

Participant 11 Canterbury Waterway Rehabilitation 

Experiment (CAREX), University of 

Canterbury . 
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Participant 12 Fish and Game 

Participant 13 Biodiversity Advisor, Selwyn District 

Council  

 

Table 4.3 : Participant grouping 3. Waituna Lagoon, Southland case study. 

Participant number Organisation 

Participant 14 Department of Conservation (DOC) 

Participant 15 Fonterra Co-operative Group Limited 

Participant 16 Fonterra dairy farmer 

Participant 17 Fonterra dairy farmer 

Participant 18 Environment Southland Representative  

 

4.2.1 The use of case studies. 
 

The subject of this research is one public private partnership of interest; the Living Water 

Program. However, to understand the partnership and how it engages within the complex 

environmental space that is freshwater, the use of case studies has been employed. These two 

case studies, two of the Living Water target catchments; The Ararira/LII, Te Waihora and 

Waituna Lagoon, Southland, allow greater understanding and engagement with people 

involved in the partnership. Having two separate sites within this case study can be a powerful 

tool for research, as it also allows comparisons concerning how the issues are understood by 

various stakeholders in different places and contexts.  

 

The use of a case study within research can be useful for several reasons. As Flyvbjerg (2006) 

argues, the use of case studies can be utilised to understand complex issues in which 

stakeholders may have differing power relations and understandings of the issue. A case study 

allows the researcher to go beyond purely the theoretical, and focus on real-life situations and 

issues as they occur within certain contexts (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Case studies are particularly 

useful for research where there are contested narratives or understandings around an issue, as 

is the case here. Through the use of case studies, a broad range of perspectives can be gauged, 

which help to build a more holistic picture of how the issue is viewed and understood (Rowley, 

2002).  
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Given the interest in the concept of public-private partnerships for conservation, and also those 

issues at the intersection of freshwater, conservation and the dairy industry, the Living Water 

Program was an obvious choice in terms of a partnership to focus on. The two Living Water 

program sites; Waituna Lagoon and Ararira/LII, were chosen for a number of reasons. Firstly, 

my location at the University of Otago, Dunedin meant that in terms of being able to spend 

some time in both case study localities to perform interviews in person, Invercargill and 

Christchurch were more realistic. Both locations felt more familiar to me personally as well; 

having many farming family members nearby the Waituna catchment and having spent 

considerable time on the Canterbury plains and Banks Peninsula.  

 

Secondly, the contacts I made in the early phases of the project design were more involved at 

these two sites and thus were able to connect me with many relevant people. Additionally, 

while the two sites have many similarities, there are also some significant differences as to how 

the two operate and the contexts in which they operate, which makes an interesting case for 

comparison. While both case study sites have been set up under the same structure and 

arrangement, and are guided by the same broad program principles, there are also some evident 

differences. Waituna is a rather large catchment, where the different actors and stakeholders 

have a long history of being active in this space, albeit with significant local politics and 

tensions at play. In contrast, the Ararira/LII catchment is much smaller with only a handful of 

Fonterra dairy farms and does not have the institutional histories and tensions in the same way 

as the Waituna site. It is however embedded within the complex and ongoing broader context 

of Te Waihora/Lake Ellesmere and the controversial issue of dairying and water governance 

on the Canterbury Plains. Additionally, under the guidance of the programs’ principles, the 

work programs and focus of each site are quite different.  

 

The following section will revisit the details of the Living Water Program, before discussing 

in detail the two case study sites.  
 

4.2.2 Case study: The Living Water Program, a Partnership between DOC and Fonterra.  
 

The partnership which is the subject of this research, is the Living Water Program, as has 

previously been introduced in Chapter 1. The partnership between the Department of 

Conservation and Fonterra began in 2013 and focuses on five key dairy catchments throughout 

Aotearoa New Zealand, for a period of 10 years. Bringing together DOC and Fonterra staff and 
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farmers, alongside a range of different community stakeholders, the partnership aims to 

innovate and trial game-changing solutions which show the ability of farming and freshwater 

conservation to co-exist for a sustainable future. As has already been discussed in this chapter, 

two case study sites have been chosen for this research. The following will introduce the details 

and context in which both sites operate.  

 

4.2.2.1 Ararira/LII, Te Waihora (Lake Ellesmere), Canterbury.  
 

The Ararira/LII River is a sub-catchment of Te Waihora/Lake Ellesmere, South-east of 

Christchurch city on the far eastern flanks of the Canterbury Plains. Spring-fed, the tributary is 

a significant input to Te Waihora/Lake Ellesmere which is important given the lake’s cultural 

and conservation significance in Aotearoa New Zealand. Therefore, what happens in the 

Ararira/LII catchment is important for the precious and very sensitive receiving environment 

downstream.  
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Fig 4.1 : Map showing the Ararira/LII subcatchment in relation to the wider Ellesmere 

catchment and Te Waihora/Lake Ellesmere (South) (Living Water, 2018a).  

 

The Canterbury Plains are highly modified for productive land use, with some 0.5% of original 

vegetation and biodiversity remaining (Golder Associates, 2015). Before colonisation the 

plains would have been a biodiverse mixture of swamp, wetland and large podocarp forest. 

This was gradually cleared by early Polynesian settlement to create open hunting areas, and 

then much more significantly upon European colonisation to create space for productive land 

and an England-like’ landscape’ (Golder Associates, 2015). The Ararira/LII catchment is no 

exception to this, with very little remaining biodiversity, loss of wetland ecosystems, lowland 

habitat, and poor water quality. The Ararira/LII catchment is small; beginning in the small 

township of Lincoln it is a mosaic of different economically productive land uses, with 
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waterways highly modified for drainage, weaving their way through the land to the lake 

downstream. Despite significant modification and degradation, these waterways do still 

provide habitat for some fish, bird and plant species. They are however managed primarily for 

drainage to control the threat of flooding for landowners, rather than for any existing ecological 

values (LW, 2018).  

 

The broader context in which the Ararira/LII sits, are the complex issues around Te 

Waihora/Lake Ellesmere. For Ngāi Tahu, Te Waihora has huge significance as a tribal taonga, 

for its once plentiful mahinga kai and as an ongoing source of mana for local Māori. The lake’s 

original name, ‘Te Kete Ika o Rākaihautū’ (The Fish Basket of Rākaihautū), reflects this 

importance (Ngāi Tahu, 2018). As well as its cultural value, Te Waihora has recreational value 

for many in the Selwyn District and surrounding areas for bird watching, waterfowl hunting 

and fishing, water sports and walking (Hughey and Taylor, 2008). While Te Waihora is the 

fifth largest lake in Aotearoa NZ, technically it is a coastal lagoon that is periodically open to 

the sea, so in some ways bares similarities to Waituna Lagoon. Unlike a lake it is brackish and 

shallow and supports an astonishing amount of biodiversity; there have been 166 species of 

birds recorded in the lake, 133 of these indigenous to Aotearoa, and 37 different species use 

the lake as a breeding ground annually (Hughey and Taylor, 2008). In addition, a range of 

native and introduced fish use the lake and its’ tributaries as habitat and breeding grounds. 

Unlike in Waituna, DOC was not particularly involved in the catchment until the 

commencement of the Living Water Program. DOC administers some of the lake’s margin 

(35%) on the behalf of the Crown, but these activities and restricted to the lake shore, or for 

the Canterbury region, in the high country of the Canterbury Plains.  

 

Despite still sustaining much of this biodiversity, the environment of Te Waihora is seriously 

degraded and highly modified with its’ level being artificially controlled by cutting a channel 

through from lake to sea. A combination of the lake management practices, the intensification 

of agriculture in the catchment above the lake, and the devastating effects of the Wahine storm 

in 1968 have resulted in the lake reaching a hypereutrophic state; rich in phytoplankton, 

excessive plant and algal growth, and high turbidity with low visibility (Kitto, 2010). The 

single event of the Wahine Storm had sudden and devastating effects, stripping much of the 

aquatic macrophytes from the bed of the lake, which have since not recovered (Hughey and 

Taylor, 2008). Lake management, and the intensification of agriculture on the Canterbury 
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Plains have had a more ongoing and gradual effect over the past 20-30 years on the health of 

Waihora, modification upstream causing increased nutrient and sediment flow downstream 

(Hughey and Taylor, 2008). Te Waihora is now one of Aotearoa’s most polluted lakes. Locals 

speak of a day when you could walk around the shores of Te Waihora and see through the clear 

water to flounder lying on the lake bed. This is certainly no longer the case, the waters of the 

lake are turbid, murky and brown, and frequently, toxic algal growth prevents fishing, 

swimming and recreational activities on the lake (Environment Canterbury, 2017).  

 

Prior to colonisation, Te Waihora was managed in a communal way by local Māori, however 

through the process of colonisation, land purchasing and transfer, the ability of local Māori to 

maintain governance and ownerships rights over the lake was lost. In the treaty settlements in 

the 1990s, Ngāi Tahu were assertive in their desire to reclaim this treasured resource and were 

eventually given ‘partial’ ownership of the lake in 1998 (the lakebed and some surrounding 

land)(Memon and Kirk, 2012). This finally eventuated in the formation of a co-governance 

arrangement for management and restoration of the lake, between Ngāi Tahu and Environment 

Canterbury in 2011. This was later joined by Selwyn District Council, Christchurch City 

Council and more recently in September 2018, the Department of Conservation (Te Rūnanga 

o Ngāi Tahu, Environment Canterbury, no date). While this multi-stakeholder governance is 

focused around the lake itself and its’ surrounding land, what occurs in the catchment above, 

and even further inland on the western-most flanks of the Canterbury Plains, is going to be 

important for the safeguarding of this precious resource. Therefore, the activities and influence 

of the Living Water Program in the Ararira/LII could have significant impact within this 

broader context of Te Waihora/Lake Ellesmere.  

 

4.2.2.2 Waituna Lagoon, Southland. 
 

Waituna Lagoon sits at the bottom of the Waituna catchment on the South coast of the South 

Island, some 20km East of Bluff (Scanes, 2012; Tanner, 2013). Waituna is a large, brackish, 

coastal lagoon, one of few remaining in Aotearoa NZ and supports astounding biodiversity 

including some threatened species. In 1976, the wetland became the first in the country to be 

given RAMSAR status which recognises its importance for wetlands and biodiversity 

internationally (Department of Conservation, 2019a). The lagoon is of special cultural 

significance for Ngāi Tahu; the name Waituna translates to mean ‘water of eels’, alluding to 

the lagoons’ role as a food basket for local Māori and an important site for mahinga kai since 
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early Polynesian settlement (Environment Southland, 2018). This significance was 

acknowledged formally in the Ngāi Tahu Claims Settlement Act in 1998 (Environment 

Southland, 2018). The lagoon is highly valued locally and more widely for its’ rich 

biodiversity, aesthetic and recreational values (fishing, hunting, birdwatching, boating and 

walking) and scientific value (DOC, 2018).  

 

The Waituna catchment which sits above the lagoon, is a small and intensively farmed 

catchment which has been significantly modified by human activity, particularly since 

colonisation by Europeans. There are three sub-catchments or creeks in the catchment; 

Waituna, Moffat and Carran, and these along with other small tributaries or ‘drains’ have been 

mechanically straightened and deepened, a practice which must be maintained by regular 

clearance. This drainage network transports water, runoff, sediment and nutrients from pastoral 

land in the catchment to the lagoon (Tanner, 2013). Much of the farming was sheep and beef 

until falling market prices, the growth in demand for dairy, and government incentives 

prompted many to convert their land to dairy farming. Like across much of Aotearoa NZ, dairy 

intensification and conversion has been rapid and significant in the Waituna catchment, further 

driving environmental change in the catchment and downstream in the lagoon. The area has 

experienced significant losses of wetland and freshwater ecosystems and has poor water quality 

because of elevated levels of suspended sediment and nutrients (Tanner, 2013).  
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Figure 4.2 : Map showing the Waituna Catchment in relation to the Waituna Lagoon (South) 

and the wider farming landscape (Living Water, 2018c). 

 

A common point of contention in the catchment is the opening of the lagoon to the sea and 

balancing of interests between the farming community, the conservation/biodiversity values of 

the Department of Conservation (DOC) who hold the statutory responsibility for the lagoon, 

and other stakeholders in the area. Waituna Lagoon has historically proved a challenge for 

farmers who wish to utilise and gain profit from as much land as possible, some of which is 

periodically flooded by water levels and blockages in the lagoon, and perhaps not suited to 

constant land drainage to construct a profitable farming landscape. These productivist values 
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are directly at odds with the scientific and conservation values of groups like DOC, as frequent 

opening of the lagoon can have devastating effects for its’ health and biodiversity, especially 

with increasing inputs of sediment and nutrients into the lagoon. This conflict has caused 

significant division in the Waituna catchment between some of the farming community, and 

groups who hold a statutory function over the lagoon. As a result, the relationship between 

particularly DOC and some of the farmers in the catchment, has been turbulent for some time. 

Accompanying this, the state of the lagoon’s ecology has been in constant decline since the 

early 2000s, increasing the risk of the lagoon ‘flipping’, which causes rapid, often irreversible, 

and catastrophic change to the ecology and character of the lagoon (Scanes, 2012).  

 

Restoration is hugely costly and difficult compared to protection, and therefore in 2011 when 

there were increasing signs that this tipping point might be near, perhaps within the next heavy 

rainfall event, there was a sense of urgency and a ‘call to arms’ in the Waituna catchment. 

Media coverage from this period of time presents rather alarmist views with a great deal of 

blaming and shaming, particularly towards the dairy farmers of the catchment (New Zealand 

Press Association, 2011; Rae, 2011; Stewart, 2011). Talks of immediate stock reduction and 

the introduction of strict limits were the common discourse amongst Environment Southland 

and environment groups. As is common in the freshwater and conservation debate regarding 

dairy farming here in Aotearoa NZ, the farming community and those adjacent to their 

interests, were somewhat pitted against the rest; local iwi and rūnanga, environmental groups, 

local government and the public. The Waituna situation gained a great amount of interest 

locally where some felt that the town-rural divide was pushed further apart than ever (Tamati, 

2012). The situation gained some traction nationally also, perhaps because it was representative 

of, and a cautionary tale for many other intensively dairy farmed areas across the country. The 

situation was also turned into a political issue, an opportunity for opposition governments to 

critique and question the ongoing intensification and prioritisation of economic growth by the 

National led government.                       

 

The Waituna situation, and arguably the way it was handled, certainly heightened tensions 

between certain groups within the catchment and created a sense of ‘us’ versus ‘them’ 

mentality. However, it also mobilised and prompted action. There had been many groups 

working in the catchment prior to 2011, however the heightened situation and urgency created 

the backdrop for further engagement, collaboration and action. In 2013 then, when the Living 
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Water program entered the space, it was entering a tense and complex socio-political 

environment, and there were a range of existing groups and projects working in the catchment. 

Five years later in 2018, the landscape in Waituna has changed quite significantly with the very 

recent creation of Whakamana te Waituna (WTW), an innovative new multi-agency 

partnership. WTW is focused on working collaboratively towards improved health and 

wellbeing for Waituna which incorporates a range of values; community, scientific, 

conservation and cultural (Whakamana te Waituna, 2019). While Living Water has been 

working in Waituna since 2013, they have recently also joined the wider partnership. 

Whakamana Te Waituna reflects an integrated catchment management approach and has four 

‘work’ themes through to 2022; governance, lagoon hydrology, community and sediment and 

nutrient pathways (Environment Southland, 2018). It is hoped that this approach will help to 

resolve both the environmental and socio-political challenges in the Waituna catchment.  

 

Evidently, the Waituna space has a long history around these issues. It is in this context then, 

that the Living Water program engages, and in which this research takes place. Across the two 

sites, the participation of different stakeholders differs. The following section will outline the 

process and methods taken to identify and include participants for this research.  

 

4.2.3 Participant identification. 
 

Possible participants were identified through a variety of different methods. Through a 

combination of brainstorming and web searches, I identified several relevant national 

conservation/sustainability groups or NGOs that may be suitable to speak with. Generally, I 

was able to find contact details of people online, or through an organisations’ secretary who 

would point me in the right direction.  

 

Initially, I identified some key people to contact from the Living Water partnership, using the 

partnerships website. This was the jumping off point for a process of building trust and a 

rapport with some of the key people within the Living Water partnership, which then opened 

the doors to many DOC and Fonterra staff, both at the governance/strategical level and at the 

case study level. I think these relationships was somewhat pivotal to the success of this 

research, as it allowed me to speak with some people who perhaps without an introduction, I 

would have had difficulty contacting. Additionally, for DOC and Fonterra staff working within 
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the partnership, I think it was important for them to have ‘approval’ from those on the steering 

committee/governance group to speak with me freely about these ideas.  

 

At the start of the process I met with several Living Water staff to talk about my research and 

review my list of possible participants and research questions. Through this process, additional 

people I could speak with, were suggested. I was also asked if it was ok with me that at an 

upcoming hui with all Living Water staff, my project would be discussed, so that everyone was 

aware that they may be contacted by me for an interview. I have no doubt that this was very 

beneficial for me, as it meant I wasn’t just emailing people completely out of the blue, since 

there was already an existing relationship of sorts, with the broader program. We also reviewed 

my questions which meant that I was able to add in some questions that were of value for the 

Living Water Program to have asked. Again, I was very appreciative of this, because I believe 

that it should be a priority that the research being conducted, is of some ‘benefit’ or value to 

those who are being ‘researched’.  

 

This process allowed me to shape the research according to this priority, while also allowing 

space for the research to cater to my own ideas and interests, and other ideas that participants 

raised. There were however some considerations to consider with this, as the Living Water 

staff I initially had contact with, acted as sort of ‘gatekeepers’ to the respective organisations; 

DOC and Fonterra. ‘Gatekeepers’ in qualitative research are defined as an individual who has 

the ability to restrict the researcher or give them access to, other possible participants in the 

context of the research (Atkinson and Flint, 2001). Therefore the ‘gatekeeper’ has some control 

over the how the research might be conducted and who the researcher speaks with. In this way, 

I had to be mindful of the fact that the people they were suggesting I speak with, may have 

been selected because they would show the organisation or the partnership in a certain ‘light’ 

which may have been more favourable for the organisations and partnership.   

Upon starting the interviewing process, I often found that participants would suggest other 

people for me to interview and put me in touch if I wished. In this way, I utilised the ‘snowball’ 

sampling technique, which is a method sometimes employed in qualitative research. While it 

is quite commonly used, it is not generally considered to be a ‘mainstream’ qualitative research 

method. This is possibly because it is perceived as being informal, and also at odds with the 

traditional principles of sampling in a representative and non-bias way (Atkinson and Flint, 

2001; Noy, 2008). The term ‘snowball’ sampling refers to when the researcher accesses 
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participants through information provided by existing participants. It is quite often used in the 

context of research with ‘hard to reach’ communities or populations (Atkinson and Flint, 2001).  

 

While the community I was engaging with in this research would not be considered 

particularity ‘hard to reach’, it was nevertheless a useful strategy for me to employ. This gained 

me introductions with people from various organisations and communities that were quite 

foreign environments to me. As an outsider to both the case study localities, and the different 

organisations involved in the research, I relied quite heavily on this method and the willingness 

of participants to go beyond their own participation to help me. In some ways this raised 

difficulties, which were parallel to those discussed in the literature around ’snowballing’ as a 

method. I was somewhat at risk of observing my own research project snowball out of my 

control and suddenly involve five times the number of participants. As a result, it was important 

to have a clear justification for why, or why not a suggested participant would be considered 

and included. It is also worth reflecting that having those snowballing contacts may have been 

particularly valuable because of the nature of the research and the fact that the topics are rather 

controversial and timely at the time of research. Perhaps without being able to use snowballing, 

some participants might have been more suspicious of me, and would have chosen to not be 

involved in the project 

 

4.2.4 Semi-structured interviews.  
 

This research project has employed qualitative research methods; primarily in the form of semi-

structured, informal interviews. I was very fortunate to speak to several ‘ground staff’ from 

across the two Living Water case studies; Waituna Lagoon and Ararira/LII, Te Waihora. In 

these cases, all participants were speaking from their own personal experiences and 

observations and reflecting on their opinions and perspective on the partnership and the case 

study in which they were involved. This was incredibly beneficial for the research as it allowed 

insight into some of the issues and experiences on the ground, and allowed me, the researcher, 

to learn from people who have a wealth of knowledge and experience regarding how 

partnerships for conservation play out on the ground.  

 

I also spoke with a range of individuals from across the conservation and sustainability 

communities here in Aotearoa New Zealand, some who had experience with Living Water and 

others who didn’t. Some spoke in their institutional capacity; on behalf of an organisation, 



 77 

while others spoke from their own personal ideas and opinions around the issues. These 

conversations were less focused on the case study partnership and more on the general concept 

of public-private partnerships for conservation and conservation and freshwater issues, but 

where participants felt comfortable to speak to more specific aspects of partnerships on the 

ground, they were welcome to do so. All participants were welcomed and encouraged to speak 

about other issues they may have felt relevant, that perhaps I hadn’t identified in my desk-

based research prior to the interviews. This was in recognition of the fact that there was no way 

my existing knowledge provided the insight to understand the issues in the same way my 

research participants did.   

 

The interviews were of a semi-structured nature and ranged from a duration of 45 minutes to 

two hours in some cases. Prior to the interviews I collated some draft questions or key ideas 

that I hoped to discuss with each participant during our conversation. These differed somewhat 

depending on who I was talking to. For example, there were some questions I might want to 

discuss with a DOC ranger, which would not be appropriate to ask a local Fonterra dairy 

farmer. The interviews were conducted face to face where possible. I spent a week in 

Invercargill conducting interviews for the Waituna Lagoon case study, and a week in 

Christchurch doing the same for the Ararira/LII, Te Waihora site. Conducting the interviews 

in person was important to me, in order to form a rapport with the participants, and try to break 

down the natural barrier and dynamic between the ‘interviewer’ and the ‘interviewee’ that often 

occurs in qualitative research. Due to time and resource constraints and the location of some 

participants, this was not always possible, and some interviews were conducted over the phone.  

 

Interestingly, in terms of my experience as a researcher there was quite a difference between 

those interviews done face to face, and those over the phone. While all interviews were very 

enjoyable and thought-provoking conversations, those done in person certainly went further to 

de-establish that dynamic of the ‘researcher’ and the ‘researched’. In many cases I was invited 

into people’s homes and work spaces and our conversations became very informal and relaxed. 

After the first couple of interviews I became more confident and relaxed in my role as the 

‘question-asker’ and was able to move away from referring or using my question sheet/topic 

prompts altogether, which I imagine would have helped the participant feel more at ease about 

being interviewed. This of course is simply my perspective and observation, and it would be 

interesting to know how the participants felt about the nature of our conversations. In contrast, 
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those interviews conducted by phone did tend to take a more formal form. I think this is 

primarily because it is much more difficult to make a personal connection over the phone, but 

also because the participants were often under more of a time constraint. In some cases, 

participants were very busy and therefore interviews needed to be constrained to 45 minutes. 

Therefore, the ‘interviewer’ and ‘interviewee’ dynamic was much more obvious. In a couple 

of these cases, I sent the participant a list of indicative questions prior to our conversation, so 

that there was less time pressure on them. It is worth reflecting on the fact that there is a 

possibility this may have slightly changed their answers, as opposed to if they had been 

answering in an impromptu manner.   

 

4.2.5 Data analysis- transcription and coding. 
 

All interviews were recorded and then transcribed by the researcher at a later date. 

Transcription is an important part of analysis because it allows the researcher to begin 

reflecting on and processing the data. All participants were given the opportunity to review 

their transcripts and omit any comments if they wished, to ensure that they felt comfortable 

and their views represented well. Following this, each interview transcript was coded 

inductively, using the computer software NVIVO. This allowed me to reflect on interviews 

and search for common themes and ideas across the different participants.  

 

4.3 Positionality and reflexivity  
 

Positionality has long been a critical aspect of research in the human geography space and is 

used to describe the researchers’ personal worldview, the position that they have chosen to take 

within the research topic/project, and how they as the researcher might be perceived by others 

who are involved at some level in the research. Just like any other human, and the participants 

in the research, the researcher has their own personal worldview, understandings and 

perceptions of the issues, shaped by their own experiences, values and beliefs. It is generally 

accepted that a researcher cannot totally remove themselves from the subject of their research 

and be ‘objective’, therefore disclosing and reflecting upon how their own assumptions and 

position may affect the research design, process and analysis/interpretation of data, is important 

(Holmes, 2014). My own experiences, beliefs and values will shape the way that I perceive and 

approach the ideas in this research thesis, and it will also shape how I relate to my participants, 

and them to me. It is quite possible that throughout the research process the researchers’ values, 
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perceptions and beliefs around a certain issue may shift and change, therefore the practice of 

self-reflection, or ‘reflexivity’ is important.  

 

Firstly, thinking about my own positionality in terms of how I view the issues of partnerships 

for conservation, freshwater and dairy farming, I am aware that my upbringing and own 

personal values have certainly affected the way I have chosen to approach this research. 

Growing up in a family that loves the outdoors, I was fortunate to spend a great deal of my 

childhood outside; becoming familiar with and experiencing nature. I know that this fostered 

within me a real love of nature and ‘wild’ places from a young age, and now as a young adult, 

I would still consider my connection with and time spent in nature and the environment, of 

paramount importance in my life. Having grown up around adults who are passionate 

conservationists with strong views, undertaken an undergraduate degree in Geography and 

Environment and Society, and worked as a wildlife conservation ranger in a private reserve, I 

have certainly developed some views of my own that reflect my belief in the importance and 

value of the environment within society. Certainly, these views cannot be removed from my 

own approach to this research topic. For a long time, I have felt uncomfortable at the apparent 

neglect of social and environmental issues in favour of economic growth, so I am perhaps a 

little hesitant and sceptical when I see large corporate and business wanting to take on roles 

and responsibilities within environmental spaces.  

 

On the other hand, much of my extended family are farmers (sheep and beef) in Southland and 

have been for many generations. Spending time in this environment as a child and hearing their 

experiences and perceptions of environmental issues has perhaps opened my mind to ‘the other 

side of the story’ somewhat, and I would like to think that in a country where our rural-town 

divide seems to be growing, I can relate in a very small way to some of the challenges, 

experiences and perceptions of some people within the farming community. As dairy farming 

has intensified across Aotearoa NZ and with-it environmental degradation, I along with many 

of my peers have been very concerned about the trajectory of our environment. In considering 

how I might be perceived by the research participants, particularly those from Fonterra or the 

dairy farming community, I was conscious that I was a ‘townie’, with a tertiary education in 

environmental issues, and probably would be perceived as a ‘greenie’, which could affect how 

they engaged with the topics and how much they chose to share with me.  

 



 80 

There also seems to be a bit of a (mis)conception that research on theoretical topics (like many 

of those in human geography), are far removed from the day to day lives and work of people 

and viewed as ‘research for the sake of research’ or ‘fluffy’ (this word was used a lot by 

participants of mine during our conservations). This could prove a challenge for meaningful 

participation if my research was to be viewed as such. Additionally, participants could have 

perceived me differently because of my gender, age and race as a young, Pākehā, female. With 

some participants, I found that my age and background at university meant we had a lot of 

common ground, so I don’t think the above characteristics changed our engagement at all. With 

other participants of ages that were quite different to mine, with different life experiences, there 

was a little more initial hesitation to ‘break the ice’, but I personally did not feel as if the above 

factors were particularly influential in how the conversations with participants progressed. Of 

course, they may have perceived this differently.  

 

4.4 Ethical considerations 
 

The ethics of research more generally is something that has troubled me from day one and 

continues to do so as I progress through my thesis journey. The ethics of researching people 

and communities, or groupings of people, has had great bearing on my research project, even 

before it began, in the identification of a research project that for me personally, did not step 

over any ethical or moral ‘lines in the sand’. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the dynamic 

of ‘researcher’ and ‘researched’, makes me very uncomfortable and certainly if I were to repeat 

this research, I would go further to try and minimise this.  

 

Given its’ location in Aotearoa New Zealand, engagement with an adult cohort and not with a 

specific socio-economic or ethnic group, the research project was not considered to be 

‘sensitive’. Therefore, the research proposal received departmental Ethics B permission to 

proceed (Appendix 2). All participants received a copy of the research project’s information 

sheet (Appendix 1) and consent form (Appendix 1) and were clearly informed about what their 

participation would require. In this way, all participants provided informed consent for 

participation in the project. At the two case study sites, all participants were automatically 

given anonymity. This was to account for the fact that in many cases participants would be 

speaking from their personal experiences and perspectives, and that given the nature of the 

research topics and the small communities, this may allow them to speak more freely. The 

other participants were given a choice regarding their anonymity because there was an 
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understanding that they would be choosing to perhaps speak in their institutional capacity, 

rather than personally. As is seen in Table 4.1. showing the participants’ groupings and number 

allocation, several participants did choose to be named in the research.  

 

4.4.1 Engaging with Rūnanga and Iwi.   
 

The freshwater space is of great significance for Māori in Aotearoa New Zealand and has a 

long and rich history dating back to pre-European colonisation (Williams, 2006). Given that 

this research is situated within this complex space at the intersection of conservation, 

freshwater and the dairy industry, it was likely to be of interest, and perhaps of value to Māori 

working or living within this space. Similarly, both case study sites; Waituna Lagoon, 

Southland and Ararira/LII, Te Waihora/Lake Ellesmere are places with rich cultural histories 

and values for Ngāi Tahu iwi and the local rūnanga. In the early stages of the project design 

when I recognised that the research was going to engage in issues and areas that I knew were 

of great value for Māori, I identified the relevant rūnanga for the research areas. These were 

Awarua Rūnanga and Te Taumutu Rūnanga. With the intention of introducing myself and 

opening the opportunity for a discussion around my research, how it may be of value, and 

perhaps how I could incorporate the aspirations of the community into my work, I contacted 

these relevant rūnanga. At this point I had a very loose idea of my ideas and project design and 

was open to co-designing or incorporating other research questions if the opportunity arose. 

This is in line with the processes discussed by indigenous scholars around the process or 

engaging and collaborating with indigenous peoples, particularly in the case of Pākehā (or non-

indigenous) researchers (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012).   

 

This approach was somewhat aligned with the concept of research consultation as subscribed 

to by the Ngāi Tahu Research Consultation Committee; 

Consultation does not mean negotiation or agreement. It means: setting out a proposal 

not fully decided upon; adequately informing a part of about relevant information upon 

which the proposal is based; listening to what others have to say with an open mind (in 

that there is room to be persuaded against the proposal); undertaking that task in a 

genuine and not cosmetic manner. Reaching a decision that may or may not alter the 

original proposal (Ngāi Tahu Research Consultation Committee correspondence, 

2018).  
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It was important for me to approach the research in this way, given the long history of Māori 

communities being subject to research by the colonial population in ways that are 

disempowering, culturally inappropriate and do not serve the interest of the ‘researched’ 

community (Bishop, 1998). The idea of researching a certain community, and the dynamic of 

‘researched’ and ‘researcher’ makes me deeply uncomfortable, and I think where possible, co-

designing, forming meaningful relationships with the communities (indigenous or non-

indigenous), and incorporating their needs, aspirations and ideas should be paramount to any 

research project.  

 

In this case both Rūnanga were interested in the project and the findings but didn’t feel the 

need to be involved at a deeper level. The Living Water Program engages with Iwi and Rūnanga 

across the five catchments, and therefore the ‘ground’ staff from each Rūnanga could be 

stakeholders in terms of being involved as participants in the project, but not at the broader 

level of project design. The research project also gained approval through the Ngāi Tahu 

Research Consultation Committee (Appendix 3). The committee suggested that alongside 

sharing the findings in an appropriate way with Awarua Rūnanga and Te Taumutu Rūnanga, 

there were other rūnanga in the area which may have interest in the findings and learnings. 

These were Te Rūnanga o Hokonui, Ōraka-Aparima Rūnaka, Waihōpai Rūnaka and Wawera 

Rūnanga. It is my intention to produce a summary document of the findings and learnings from 

my research, which communicates the ideas in an appropriate way, for dissemination to 

relevant Rūnanga, the LW program itself, and any participants in the research who are 

interested.  

 

Unfortunately, as the research progressed the initial contact I had with individuals from the two 

Rūnanga, did not eventuate into any further discussions or participation in the research. This 

was due to several reasons; primarily time-frames and busy and demanding schedules, and also 

probably the fact that my research project would be rather far down the list of things to do for 

these participants. This is unfortunate, and I feel as though it is a significant limitation of this 

research. Given the chance again I would likely try to contact the relevant people earlier in 

order to try and broaden the research timeframe, but in this case, it turned out to not be realistic 

or convenient for parties.   

 

 



 83 

4.5 Conclusion  
 

As this research has explored so far, issues around conservation approaches, the intersection of 

dairy farming and freshwater ecosystems, and the multitude of values, perspectives, 

understandings and stakeholders in this space is complex, increasingly political and at times 

controversial. To try and pull apart and understand this diverse subject, with specific focus on 

the Living Water conservation partnership, a constructivist epistemology is used alongside an 

interpretivist paradigm. The primary method of research has been semi-structured interviews 

which have been generally very open, enjoyable and varied conversations with a range of 

participants, as outlined in this chapter. As has been discussed, considering my positionality 

and the ethics of research will likely be an ongoing process of self-reflection throughout the 

rest of this research journey.  

 

The following three chapters will explore and discuss the results of this research.  
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Chapter 5 : Neoliberal conservations in Aotearoa New 
Zealand? 

 

5.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter looks at some of the broader issues relevant to this thesis; examining public-

private partnerships for conservation and discussing how they are embedded within the broader 

economic and political contexts at play. As such, this chapter seeks to answer the first research 

question; To what extent are the recent shifts in conservation in Aotearoa NZ aligned with 

global trends of ‘new’ or ‘neoliberal’ conservation? Are the broad criticisms of these 

approaches to conservation reflected within the diversity of perspectives in the conservation 

community in Aotearoa NZ? 

 

To analyse this research question, the chapter is organised in a manner that begins to interrogate 

the broader contours of neoliberalism in Aotearoa New Zealand before then examining the 

specific contours of neoliberal conservation. Firstly, the chapter examines the roll out of a 

neoliberal ideology in Aotearoa NZ and discusses how this has affected many sectors; namely 

the dairy sector and the environmental governance and management space; conservation 

included. As we will see, the recent shifts and widening of conservation approaches in Aotearoa 

NZ have not occurred in isolation from the broader political context. The approaches of 

‘neoliberal’ and ‘new’ conservation are then discussed, reflecting upon how DOC’s 

partnerships for conservation strategy are very much aligned with these. In the literature and 

in the global conservation community, there is significant debate around the merits, downfalls 

and risks associated with a shift towards neoliberal aligned conservation approaches. The 

second section of this chapter will examine how proponents and dissenters of these approaches 

advocate for and against, and the parallels between the literature and the findings of this 

research. There are several common themes between the literature and what the research 

participants discussed in both advocating for and against neoliberal approaches. These are all 

discussed in the latter part of this chapter. As this chapter explores, we can look to Living Water 

as representative of these neoliberal approaches and as an evolution of neoliberalism in 

Aotearoa’s environmental spaces.  
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5.2 Neoliberalism and reform in Aotearoa New Zealand  
 

The term neoliberalism is used to describe a range of practices and policies that are oriented 

away from political decision-making processes and towards the free-market. Increasingly, 

neoliberalism has become the subject of much debate in social science literature as the 

phenomenon has left few parts of the global system untouched (Igoe and Brockington, 2007). 

Nowadays, neoliberalism is often used as a label for a wide range of economic, social, 

environmental and political problems globally (Stantiall, 2017). There are many definitions 

and understandings of exactly what neoliberalism is, but for this research it is understood 

simply as a philosophy and political and economic practice which de-emphasises government 

regulation and political and social decision making, in favour of the free-market. Neoliberalism 

is characterised by several key points; the focus on the ‘free-market’, deregulation, and 

decreasing public expenditure for public services, accompanied by privatisation of state-owned 

services, industries, resources etc. More broadly, it is a shift towards using the market to fulfil 

all facets of social services, which would typically be the responsibility of government. These 

are all rationalised by the claim that a neoliberal ideology will lead to ongoing economic growth 

for all, while government intervention is understood to be detrimental to growth (Barnett and 

Pauling, 2005). Additionally, there is a perception that the state is poorly positioned to manage 

the allocation and use of resources. This is predicated on the argument that in state 

management, there are always special and political interests at play; capturing and often 

slowing down efficiency of decision making. The market however, is not at the whim of special 

interests and is therefore a better indicator of how decisions around resources should be made. 

As such, it is argued that the market is more efficient when it comes to allocation of how 

resources should be used (Barnett and Pauling, 2005). This however, has not proved to be the 

case across the world (Martinez and Garcia, 1997).  

 

Like much of the world, Aotearoa NZ underwent a hugely significant neoliberal reform in the 

1980s; with drastic and rapid economic restructuring (Mc Intyre, Jenkins and Booth, 2001; 

Barnett and Pauling, 2005). These changes were made in the context of a struggling economy 

and the newly elected liberal Labour government (Thomas and Bond, 2016). Prior to this 

period, the country was one of the most regulated economies in the world and arguably inward 

focused. This rapidly changed with deregulation, privatisation, the sale of many state-owned 

assets and the opening of local and national economies to global markets (McIntyre, Jenkins 

and Booth, 2001; Stantiall, 2017). These radical changes had significant influence on society 
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in Aotearoa, and in public services across the board. The neoliberal reform is often referred to 

as ‘The New Zealand Project’ by scholars, recognising its unprecedented effect on 

communities, and its ongoing reach and influence in the social, economic, and political 

processes of the country (Barnett and Pauling, 2005; Humphries, 2013). 

 

A number of scholars argue that neoliberalism in Aotearoa NZ have evolved significantly since 

their introduction in the 80s. Larner and Craig (2005) have written extensively on this topic 

and describe there as being three distinct phases of neoliberal reform in Aotearoa NZ (Larner 

and Craig, 2005). Firstly, the departure of the state from economic production, followed by the 

second phase; opening of local economies to global markets and the introduction of neoliberal 

social policy in the 1990s, and then finally and perhaps most significantly for this research, the 

third phase was the introduction of a partnering ethos, with an emphasis on governments, 

communities and businesses partnering and working together (Aimers and Walker, 2016; 

Larner and Craig, 2005). As part of this broader transition towards a “strange new hybrid” of 

responsibilities, the stage was set for a shift towards partnerships for conservation (Craig and 

Porter, 2006, Pg. 219).  

 

5.2.1 Neoliberalism in the environmental space, Aotearoa NZ.   
 

The environmental management and regulatory space, along with conservation management 

in Aotearoa has undergone some significant changes since the beginning of neoliberal reform 

in the 1980s, and its accompanying economic and business growth agenda. As has been 

discussed in previous sections of this research, the DOC was created under significant reform 

which moved from a multi-use approach to resource management, toward a 

production/exploitation versus conservation approach (Mc Intyre, Jenkins and Booth, 2001). 

Arguably, this was a very positive move for Aotearoa NZ’s nature, and it followed decades of 

campaigning by New Zealanders, but we can also see how these moves were aligned with 

neoliberal reform at the time by either privatising ‘productive’ land or placing it in the hands 

of state-owned companies to be managed as if it were private (Mc Intyre, Jenkins and Booth, 

2001). This is a common institutional outcome of neoliberalism and is often referred to as New 

Public Management (NPM), where changes are made to public sector organisations, so that 

they run more like private sector organisations (Kirk, Brower and Duncan, 2017).  
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Partnerships have for some time been part of the fabric of conservation in Aotearoa, particularly 

as this research has already discussed, since the roll out of neoliberalism (Larner and Craig, 

2005) Initially, this was regarding partnerships with community groups and iwi. Much more 

recently however, this partnerships approach has evolved towards partnering with the private 

sector also. As discussed previously in this research, the department underwent several 

significant restructurings which further enabled this shift. Arguably, these restructurings were 

in direct correlation with the government priorities of economic and industry growth at the 

time.  

 

Participant 2 draws the link between the neoliberal ideology of the government in the early 

2000s, with the move towards pursuing multi-institutional partnerships (in this case, for 

conservation). To participant 2, these shifts are directly embedded within broader processes of 

ongoing neoliberal reform;  

This approach had a significance far beyond just the department of conservation, 

because if you could privatise conservation, which is a key core government function, 

then you could privatize health and education too. So, there was a greater philosophical, 

political motive going on there, the idea of the DOC doing many more partnerships 

with industry in various ways, was a way of the government saving money, partly 

privatising a core government function, and actually getting people used to the idea. 

The department wasn’t seen as a core department by the public, so if you could get the 

principle established there, then you could move the idea of privatisation across many 

other government core functions. So, the private-public partnerships for conservation 

experiment, was potentially the Trojan Horse for a much larger political agenda 

(Participant 2, Forest and Bird).  

 

More narrowly, given the relevance of the dairy industry and associated environmental 

challenges within this research, it is also important to reflect on how neoliberalism in Aotearoa 

NZ drastically transformed the agricultural space. As was discussed in Chapter 3, as part of 

this reform of the late 20th century, some significant changes were made to the agricultural 

space to open Aotearoa NZ’s economy to the global market. These included the removal of 

government subsidies for farmers, decreases in regulation, and the removal of agricultural 

tariffs to name a few (Barnett and Pauling, 2005). Amid growing social and economic 

challenges for the average New Zealander during this time, one industry, dairy farming, 
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flourished. While the reforms plummeted sheep and beef prices and bankrupted many farmers, 

they incentivised a transition into dairy, and by 2001 dairy agriculture was accountable for 53% 

of the country’s exports, prompting the formation of the corporate face of New Zealand dairy, 

Fonterra (Barnett and Pauling, 2005). It has been increasingly argued that this rapid 

intensification towards a resource intensive method of production, has driven many of the 

serious environmental challenges we are experiencing today; particularly in the freshwater 

space (Barnett and Pauling, 2005; Joy et al., 2018; Thomas and Bond, 2016).  

 

5.2.2 Neoliberalism in the environmental regulatory and legislative space.   
 

Additionally, neoliberal reforms and the general political and economic climate through the 

late 20th century and early 21st century in Aotearoa NZ, shaped the corresponding 

environmental policy and management approaches put in place to manage and mitigate the 

effects of development and industries, like dairy farming. Most significant of these is the 

Resource Management Act (RMA) 1991, which was created as part of the broader policy and 

economic reform that commenced in 1984. The Act was centred on the philosophy of 

‘sustainable management’ and was very progressive compared with other governments 

elsewhere in the world. The RMA devolved responsibility for environmental management from 

central government to regional councils and outlined an advocacy and engagement role for the 

DOC, environmental groups, and the public. Unfortunately, by and large, the RMA is 

considered to have failed to contain the adverse impacts of some major industries such as the 

dairy industry. Arguably this is because the legislation is entirely subject to how governments 

are prioritising development and economic growth versus the environment and conservation 

(Barnett and Pauling, 2005). Successive governments have arguably prioritised the 

‘streamlining’ of development and economic growth and thus, the use of the RMA has been as 

a development tool and has fallen short of expectations in terms of sustainability (Memon and 

Kirk, 2012). Additionally, within the Act, an emphasis on individual property rights (another 

outcome of neoliberal reform), means the legislation is unable to effectively consider 

cumulative impact. Arguably this is particularly crucial in the case of an environmentally 

exploitative industry such as dairy farming, whereby rapid expansion of the industry has meant 

unforeseen cumulative impact (Thomas and Bond, 2016).  

 

Chapter 3 discussed how freshwater has been seen and managed as a tool for economic growth 

and productivity, and the RMA is one of the mechanisms by which this occurs. Memon and 
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Kirk (2012) argue that the RMA has been used with the political intent of minimizing 

regulation on resource use, encouraging increased production, and closing down the space 

within the legislation for advocacy (Memon and Kirk, 2012). Participant 2 echoes these 

arguments, regarding how advocacy within the RMA could be favoured or disfavoured against 

or for environmental protection, depending on the political inclinations at the time.  

Farmers put a lot of effort into bad mouthing the department’s (DOC) role in the RMA, 

grumbling that the state’s resources were being put into fighting development, and 

lobbying the National Government to oppose it [DOC’s advocacy] […] So, the 

advocacy, and the power of the DOC expertise, both in planning and technical that it 

has around water, has not been available to councils and to the environment court in 

the last ten years. It evaporated. So that meant Forest and Bird and Fish and Game had 

to pick up the slack (Participant 2, Forest and Bird). 

 

Participant 6 shares similar sentiments;  

Yeah, it all does depend on how the RMA is being favoured at the time politically. 

Because we’ve gone through changes. Now it’s being supported by the minister, so our 

senior manager is starting to push that slowly. Really for the last, god knows, as long 

as I’ve been in DOC, it has never really been flavour of the month. It has always been 

difficult, because it’s one arm of the government [DOC], trying to slow down economic 

growth... or that’s how it is perceived (Participant 6, DOC). 

 

The excerpts above indicate how DOC’s advocacy role under the RMA, and the RMA more 

generally, is totally at the whim of the government’s priorities at the time. This is important, 

as for many participants, their early experiences with neoliberal reform and the impact of the 

business growth agenda on the environmental space, were particularly negative. This has 

therefore shaped the apprehension they have towards more recent neoliberal conservation 

shifts. Clearly the broader context around neoliberalism and how it has affected other areas of 

environmental management and policy is important in understanding the situation under which 

the DOC underwent a series of significant changes and began to pursue approaches that are 

aligned with a ‘new’ or ‘neoliberal’ approach to conservation.  

 

The following section will introduce new and neoliberal conservation before presenting how 

these are advocated for and critiqued against in the literature. How the themes and arguments 
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in the literature compare to the insights gained from participants in this research will then be 

compared to see how the conservation community and industry here in Aotearoa NZ view the 

neoliberal, partnerships approach.  

 

5.3 Neoliberal and ‘new’ conservations. 
 

As chapter 2 introduced, the conservation space is an area which has not escaped the roll out 

of neoliberal ideologies across the global economy. Indeed, conservation strategies that are 

more aligned with a neoliberal world have been evolving since early reforms in the late 20th 

century. As was discussed in chapter 2, given their many similarities, the terms ‘new’ and 

‘neoliberal’ conservation are to be used interchangeably in this research.   

 

It is argued that there has been a relationship between capitalism, neoliberal ideologies and 

conservation for some time now, however in recent times an intensification in these practices 

has been observed (Brockington and Duffy, 2010). This is the case to the extent that 

Brockington and Duffy (2010) suggest that it is difficult to find conservation policies, 

organisations and activities that are untouched by neoliberalism. Supposedly, in a world where 

every problem is turned into an opportunity for economic growth, by linking conservation with 

the private sector and economic activities, more resources could be generated, and made 

available to maintain the natural resources that in turn sustain this economic platform (Igoe and 

Brockington, 2007; Stantiall, 2017).  

 
Neoliberal conservation approaches call to involve the private sector with conservation, 

primarily through public-private partnerships, advocating for widening the net in terms of who 

is involved in conservation, and partnerships with the private sector is one key way to do this. 

According to Brockington and Igoe, (2007: 1), “neoliberalisation has also coincided with the 

emergence of new networks that cut across traditional divides of state, non-governmental 

organisation (NGO), and for-profit enterprise.”. Clearly the conservation, environmental space 

is no exception to this. As chapter 2 discussed at length, the conservation community is split 

over the current trajectory of conservation. There are a range of different views both advocating 

for and against the use of neoliberal conservation approaches. Within this research, there was 

also a diversity of opinions regarding the underlying philosophy attached to neoliberal 

conservation approaches and public-private partnerships.  
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5.3.1 Arguments advocating for neoliberal approaches to conservation. 
 
There are several different ways that neoliberal conservation approaches are advocated for by 

their proponents. Certain discourses around these arguments are constructed, and there were 

found to be some common themes between the literature, and the way participants in this 

research talked about these partnership approaches to conservation. The following section will 

discuss two of these; a discourse of crisis and the idea that ‘conservation is failing’, and the 

argument that the economy is underpinned by the environment, justifying productivist 

approaches to resource use and management.  Both ideas provide the justification for shifting 

towards neoliberal conservation approaches.  

 

5.3.1.1  Discourse of crisis- ‘Conservation is failing’ 
 

One common rhetoric when people are advocating for neoliberal approaches to conservation 

is that traditional approaches to conservation aren’t doing enough, that conservation is ‘failing’. 

To an extent, we can see where such a claim may originate from, biodiversity across the world 

continues to decline despite the efforts of many. This rhetoric is common amongst scholars, 

with Marvier (2014: 1) declaring that “despite great successes in the establishment of protected 

areas, the rate of species extinction remains unacceptably high… In light of this, my colleagues 

and I advocate that conservation must expand its toolbox and experiment with new 

approaches". This same view is mirrored by many, constructing the assertion that conservation 

isn’t working, and that if we want to be successful and win the conservation battle,  then we 

need to approach the problem in different ways (see Kareiva et al , 2012, Kirby, 2014, Holmes, 

Sandbrook and Fisher, 2017,  Marvier and Kareiva, 2014 for more). In the early 2000s with 

the neoliberal reform in full swing, Aotearoa NZ was not winning at conservation either. 

Indeed, according to Craig et al., (2000 pg. 1); “Conservation in New Zealand is failing to halt 

an ongoing decline in biodiversity”. Arguably, conservation is not proving to be completely 

successful in the present day either, particularly within the freshwater space, and in areas where 

it interacts with industry, such as dairy farming.  

 

Often accompanying this argument as one of the key reasons for failure is the idea that 

conservation globally is underfunded, and that there will never be enough money for 

conservation. As part of this ‘new’ approach to tackling the failure of conservation, new forms 

of capital and resources are needed. This provides the justification for bringing in the private 
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sector to increase resources and enable this new approach. This same rhetoric has been used to 

justify and rationalise a shift towards conservation approaches more aligned with neoliberal 

conservations in Aotearoa NZ (Stantiall, 2017). This was a common discourse at the time of 

the 2013 DOC restructure, and even prior when DOC was increasingly adopting a more 

business adjacent structure and approach. Press releases and blog posts during the period of 

DOC’s major structural change in 2013 echoed these sentiments;  

Despite our investments in conservation, our natural environment and ecosystems are 

facing huge challenges. We have more than 2,000 threatened species and many of our 

special natural places, including our waterways, are under threat. DOC is working with 

communities, businesses, iwi and others around New Zealand and achieving some great 

conservation results. But we are not doing enough to stop the decline in native species 

and ecosystems (Department of Conservation, 2013a).  

 

This justification of failure as a catalyst for change was commonly used by a range of the 

participants involved in this research. Speaking about the shift within DOC to go down a more 

outward focused, partnership approach, Participant 1 certainly shared the point of view that 

something new was needed to move forward;  

Why would we be facing this crisis if we were winning the battle? 

I think it became clear that if we kept on doing what we’ve always done, we’d keep on 

getting what we’ve always got (Participant 1, DOC).  

 

Participant 6 had a similar view, albeit more reluctantly;  

So I was kind of challenged by my manager who was the director at the time, saying 

well you know, advocating for rules and plans hasn’t really worked. So we’ve got 

nothing to lose by trying something different (Participant 6, DOC). 

 

These sentiments were shared outside of the DOC participants as well. In a more nuanced 

sense, many other participants felt that the environmental crises being experienced across the 

country are so complex and at such a scale that a traditional approach isn’t totally sufficient 

and something new is required.  

I think in the New Zealand water space, we need a lot more learnings on the social and 

behavioural change elements of looking after nature (.....) We won’t solve New 

Zealand’s water quality problem even if every farm in New Zealand got to best practice. 
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That would help minimise harm, but it’s not taking a systems approach. It has taken us 

150 years to get to this state.. so to take us to where we want to be with freshwater in 

NZ, we’re going to need a systems approach with everybody who uses and lives on the 

land working together (Participant 4, Fonterra). 

 

Conversely, participant 2 agrees with the general sentiments that conservation in Aotearoa NZ 

could be performing better and would benefit from more resources, but questions the extent to 

which this argument has been used to enable and justify such a push towards partnerships with 

the private sector; 

At one level, there’s a nugget of truth in there which they’ve exploited to the ’nth’ 

degree, way beyond its reality. Yes we should be engaging everybody in conservation; 

people, community groups, businesses, other govt departments- you name it. 

Conservation is everybody’s interest and we should all be part of it. I have no problem 

with that at all, the challenge is massive. However, while the government and the 

department were saying it’s a massive challenge and we need all the resources we can 

including from business, the Department of Conservation’s budget, in real terms was 

going down. If the government was saying, “this is a huge crisis and we must deal to it, 

we must engage with everybody”, surely if they thought it was an important crisis 

they’d be increasing their funding, as well as asking businesses and so on. Hypocrisy. 

So the actions of the government, immediately called into question, that particular 

argument (Participant 2, Forest and Bird). 

 

In Aotearoa NZ there is certainly a dominant perception (rightly or wrongly) that conservation 

and the DOC is chronically underfunded. This perception is overwhelmingly prevalent among 

the participants in this research, many of whom presumed that funding was a key reason for 

DOC to pursue a partnership approach. This is represented below in Table 5:1. 

 

Table 5:1 : Participant’s comments regarding conservation and DOC underfunding. 

Well, obviously funding!! That’s the big one, we’ve been well 
funded by Fonterra, which I’m very thankful for- because it 
wouldn’t usually be DOC’s core work to do things like this; 
like stream rehabilitation and things like that, we just 
wouldn’t of, one- been given the funds, and two- been given 
the permission- it just isn’t core DOC work a lot of the time. 

Participant 14, DOC, 
Waituna. 
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Money- being able to achieve some of their goals. I think 
they’ve been put between a rock and a hard place over the last 
9 years. I would agree that they are underfunded. 

Participant 10, Fonterra 
farmer, Ararira/LII. 

You know, DOC are very much underfunded in their own 
sense, so it’s quite an unusual scenario as well, because 
normally they’re entirely underfunded, especially for works 
around Te Waihora, and then suddenly for this particular 
project, there’s plenty of funding- or there appears to be. 

Participant 13, SDC, 
Ararira/LII. 

That’s what we need in this world, we’re going to need to find 
new ways to source money, that isn’t just from government, 
to make change -Participant 4 (Fonterra). 
 

Participant 4 (Fonterra). 

“Well I mean, DOC needs a lot more money before it can say 
it has covered its core functions. Even the current increase in 
the recent budget is well short of even providing to protect a 
range of New Zealand’s ecosystems and species and keeping 
up with tourism and demand and so on” 

Participant 5 (Ex- DOC). 

“Well, they’ve just been so under-funded over the years... and 
they haven’t really had the funding to do any work on private 
land I don’t think” 

Participant 12 (Fish and 
Game).   

 

Clearly, for many of the participants, lack of resource and funding is seen as being a primary 

reason for DOC engaging in partnerships with the private sector. This notion further supports 

the discourse of failure and helps to rationalise the shift towards new approaches. However, 

this dominant perception actually presents some challenges and concerns for the DOC, as it 

would appear the organisation does not wish for people to view the partnerships approach as 

simply a result of lack of funding and a way for the department to get more resources. The 

supposed benefits of neoliberal approaches to conservation go further than simply increasing 

funding for conservation. As proponents of neoliberal conservations would argue, it also 

encourages wider support for and involvement in conservation, a collaboration of other actors 

and stakeholders, and a sharing of expertise and knowledge, not solely financial resources 

(Marvier, 2014). Clearly DOC, or a sector of DOC, subscribe to these same views and have 

chosen to follow this approach, hence the involvement and support of Living Water. The above 

assumption then, threatens to undermine the arguments that are used to advocate for these 

shifts. Participant 1 shares this concern;  

I think because DOC is perceived to be chronically underfunded over time, that’s what 

many in the public arena think, as driven by the media... then the risk is, and I suspect 

that this is a highly embedded view that we’re partnering with corporates because we 
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don’t have enough money, and you know I completely understand why that view would 

be held, and it’s a really difficult one to shift, and it sort of is a threat to our strategy to 

be honest (Participant 1, DOC).  

 

Evidently, the idea the ‘conservation is failing’ is a prevalent discourse among many of the 

research participants. This aligns with how these approaches are advocated in the literature and 

the small amount of other research that has been carried out in Aotearoa NZ regarding these 

conservation shifts (Marvier and Kareiva, 2014; Stantiall, 2017). Furthermore, the perception 

that the DOC is chronically underfunded acts to give further momentum to this discourse of 

crisis, compounding the idea that a shift in strategy for conservation is required. Conservation 

is a very complex issue; and arguably whether it is in crisis or not, is attributable to many 

factors, funding being just one of these. However, the perception that DOC is chronically 

underfunded, and as a result conservation is performing badly in Aotearoa NZ, is clearly very 

dominant among the participants in this research. This both acts to justify DOC’s changing 

approach and threaten it, where the proponents of neoliberal conservations would like it to be 

seen as more than simply a way to get increased funding and resources.  

5.3.1.2 Valuing conservation. The economy-environment link in neoliberal 
conservations.   

 

One debate that frequently emerges in the literature about neoliberal conservations, is around 

the value systems that underpin traditional versus modern approaches to conservation. There 

are many different values which underpin conservation, and often NC approaches are 

advocated for on the basis that conservation should be prioritised in terms of the value it 

supplies to humans, the economy and ecosystem services, in order to gain wider support and 

interest (Marvier, 2014). 

 

A traditional approach to conservation (PAs etc) is generally underpinned by scientific or 

biological biodiversity values, or the intrinsic value of nature and biodiversity (Minteer and 

Miller, 2011). Often, these motivations are referred to as being ‘biocentric’, recognising that 

as humans we have moral obligations to the rest of the environment, to other species, simply 

for their own sake, simply because they exist. How they impact us as humans is not a priority 

within a biocentric philosophy (Holmes, Sandbrook and Fisher, 2017). As conservation has 

shifted to include other approaches like community-based conservation (CBC), different 

morals and motivations have emerged. As chapter 2 discussed, the shift to CBC was an 
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alternative to the exclusionary approach of PAs and sought to rectify some of the injustices 

experienced by local communities (Berkes, 2007). In addition, it recognised the complexities 

of conservation as being issues of social justice, political and economic, as well as biological 

(Coombes and Hill, 2005). As such, the motivations of these approaches to conservation are 

generally considered ‘anthropogenic’, where value is placed primarily on people and 

ecosystem services, with the natural world having importance in terms of how it benefits or 

effects humans (Batavia and Nelson, 2017). 

 

As Doak et al (2011) and others argue, the debate around new approaches to conservation are 

based in the very value systems outlined above (Doak et al., 2011, Minteer and Miller, 2011). 

According to Doak et al (2011: 1), the shift towards new approaches to conservation “arise 

largely from a belief system holding that the needs and wants of humans should be prioritised 

over any intrinsic or inherent rights and values of nature”. A common theme among the 

literature advocating for neoliberal conservations, link the environment and conservation with 

economic growth and social prosperity, arguing that the two cannot be separated. In terms of 

values, this aligns somewhat to an anthropogenic approach, suggesting that valuing the 

environment is important because the economy is underpinned by a healthy environment. This 

would suggest that the environment can be valued and have some protection, as long as it fits 

into this economic framework and capitalist system (Igoe and Brockington, 2007). This reflects 

Doak et al’s (2011) view that new conservation approaches are encouraging the prioritisation 

of people/economy over intrinsic, nature-centred values (Doak et al., 2011). This again 

establishes conditions under which the private sector becomes an important stakeholder and 

contributor to conservation, creating the impetus for shifts towards these new approaches. 

 

If we ground the above discussion into an Aotearoa NZ context, we can see that a range of 

these value systems are present among our society. As Chapter 3 discussed, there is a wide 

range of values, perspectives and ways of knowing and understanding the natural environment. 

However as I argued in Chapter 3, the way that freshwater and land have been used for some 

time in this country, is shaped by a productivist attitude towards resources, by which they 

become commodities to be bought, sold and used for growth and development (Jay, 2007). 

This dominant attitude is very much aligned with the general rhetoric of neoliberal 

conservations by which the environment is an agent for growth, and as such, must be 

conserved, managed sustainably and protected.  
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Conversations around values for conservation came up frequently in the discussions with 

participants, particularly in thinking about Fonterra’s responsibility in the environmental space, 

and what the drivers of increased action might be. Participants talked about a range of different 

values that they felt underpinned, or should underpin conservation, and the economy was a 

common theme.  

 

Participant 1 spoke about the link between the economy and conservation, and about putting 

conservation in different terms, not as a constraint to the economy, but as the very basis of the 

economy;  

So, it’s actually about recognising, you know, that by positioning the environment as 

the very foundation for our future, a sort of nature-based approach to New Zealand’s’ 

future- that that’s not a constraint to our economy, but actually something that could 

ensure our success longer term as we seek a unique point of difference, in a cluttered 

global situation (Participant 1, DOC). 

 

It was important that businesses and the private sector see contributing towards and 

undertaking conservation not as a hinderance, but as something that could enable them to 

continue to grow;  

Allowing businesses to thrive and be seen to thrive as they restore nature... then 

absolutely the primary purpose is to help mainstream conservation activities across 

corporates and hopefully more widely than that (Participant 1, DOC). 

 

This is interesting because traditionally, we may perceive business and conservation to be 

totally dichotomous, whereby business is contrary to conservation, while conservation may 

close down space for development, and make it more difficult for business to operate. 

Certainly, in the case of conservation and dairy farming, or the DOC and Fonterra, this is 

arguably a common sentiment in Aotearoa NZ. 

 

Participant 3 spoke about how entering the Living Water partnership was a result of the 

recognition of the farming industry being dependent upon a healthy environment, and 

Participant 4 similarly asserted that this meant the industry needed to play a role in maintaining 

the resources their business depended upon;  



 98 

 So, the partnership is about New Zealanders understanding the interdependence of the 

environment, and the economy, and farming and so on (Participant 3, Fonterra). 

 

No business exists without the environment- in fact- nothing does. From a business 

perspective, every single business in the world relies on natural resources... if you bring 

that down to Fonterra and farmers, we have a closer connection to the environment, and 

therefore a greater role to play (Participant 4, Fonterra). 

 

From these responses we can see a strong theme where the environment and economy are 

linked, and where the environment is valued because of this dependence of the economy upon 

it. As has been discussed, this is one of the key justifications which underpins neoliberal 

conservation approaches.  

 

5.3.1.2.1 Farmer’s value systems in the Living Water program. 
 

Arguably, there is a certain perception of farmers, particularly dairy farmers, which has become 

more and more dominant in recent years.  Through the media and the politicisation of the dairy 

industry, many have grown to see them as being business driven, growth and money focused, 
with little concern for the wider environmental issues attributed to dairy intensification and 

expansion. Interestingly, the few farmers I spoke with as part of this research looked at things 

quite differently, which in part challenged this dominant view of the value systems farmers 

have around their environment.  

 

It is important to note that these participants were generally referring to their own personal 

values associated with their own farming environment and lived experiences, whereas the 

participants in the section above were speaking on a more general Aotearoa-NZ wide 

conservation scale, therefore direct comparison is a bit difficult. It was interesting however to 

see that the maintenance of their business and the economic gain as a result from their 

environment sustaining their farm, seemed to be less of priority, mentioned alongside many 

other values which they held.  

I think it’s more around the fact that they’re quite fixed in their ways [other farmers in 

the area]. There’s no perhaps ‘gain’ to them for doing it [undertaking conservation 

activities, fencing waterways etc]. There’s no reward for them. So yes for me, there is 

a reward, because it’s about being sustainable for the future... I’m a fisherman, I’ve got 
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a young family, two young boys. But some of them [other farms] are owned by lawyers 

and corporates, its not the same drivers as it is for the person living on the farm and 

owning it (Participant 10, Farmer, Ararira/LII). 

Yes, I’m in favour of the ducks, the pheasants, the native birds. We’ve got kōwhai trees 

here which are fairly big, eucalyptus which brings the bellbirds in…. I see my drains 

as waterways, and I have frequent arguments with the neighbours over it. Yes, a 

waterway is a drain, but it can also be alluded to as a stream, a river, and they all have 

more than just one use (Participant 10, Farmer, Ararira/LII). 

 

Participant 10 clearly values the environment and conservation for reasons outside of the 

simple fact that it sustains their dairy farming livelihood. Values important to this participant 

are the rich biodiversity a healthy farm ecosystem supports, being able to fish in waterways 

adjacent to farmland, and safeguarding the environment for future generations. The participant 

also expresses that perhaps this is not the most common view to have, and that for some others 

who are involved in the farming sector in the area (particularly investors from outside the rural 

area), the business or commodity values of the environment like those aligned with 

productivism, hold more of a priority, because they don’t have this long-term connection with 

the land.   

 

Participant 17 contests the view that farmers only care about money, which as mentioned 

above, is likely a view that has increased in recent years with an onslaught of negative media 

about intensification of farming and the associated environmental impacts; 

You’ll have heard it I’m sure, when you go round, that farmers feel a little bit aggrieved. 

Everyone thinks that we’re money, money- don’t care about the land. But we’re the 

ones that are out there, dependent upon it... I’m not from a farm- I chose to do this and 

it’s what I love, and you do get very attached to your farms and your animals and things. 

It’s more than just money (Participant 17, Farmer, Waituna). 

 

While evidently being dependent upon the land for a livelihood is a motivation for undertaking 

conservation or environmental activities, there are other values present for participant 17 as 

well; seeing biodiversity on their farm, feeling pride in having a thriving environment, and 

knowing that their actions will contribute to improved water quality.  
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I mean farming sustainably is more profitable. You know, everyone looks at their 

business and tries to be sustainable- and we’re always learning. Personally, I’m not 

doing it just to look good, because for us, we can see the real benefit. We’re the ones 

that when we gather the cows in and look in the creek, it’s full of fish and there are 

lovely birds flying around. We see that every day and it’s nice, […] then of course it’s 

got the benefit of improving the water quality (Participant 17, Farmer, Waituna).  

 

Clearly, within these statements there are dual value systems. Some have elements of a more 

biocentric type philosophy, where the land and environment on which they live is valued for 

the enjoyment of having biodiversity around them; trees which support and encourage native 

birds, and freshwater ecosystems in their local on farm streams and waterways. Some enjoy 

the recreational activities their land supplies when cared for well, others are driven by the desire 

for their children and following generations to be able to experience and enjoy the land in the 

same way. Alongside these values, there is a ‘limits to growth’ conversation being had as well, 

a common discourse now in Aotearoa NZ, which aligns more to the productivist type attitudes 

discussed earlier in this section (Oram, 2017). This limits to growth conversation recognises 

that industry has outgrown the ability of the environment to sustain it and as such, measures 

need to be taken so that the environment can continue to sustain the industry, and the activities 

can continue, within these limits. Again this is placing value on the environment, for its’ ability 

to sustain the economy and production/development.  

 

The discourse that conservation is failing is a powerful one, and to some extent is accurate if 

we think about the state of biodiversity and the environment globally. The scale at which 

environmentally exploitative, economic activities continue to grow around the world is 

shocking, and it is no small feat to somehow try and compensate for these. This discourse of 

failure acts to establish the conditions under which a shift to neoliberal conservations is 

encouraged. Likewise, the justification for conserving nature and the environment because it 

sustains much of the economy here in Aotearoa NZ does seem like common sense. As does the 

notion that at a business level, responsibility to look after the resource that they exploit and 

profit from should be internalised. Again, the link and reliance that businesses have on their 

environment, can be used as a justification for a shift towards neoliberal approaches like 

partnerships, so that these businesses are contributing back to the resources which they exploit 

and profit from. 
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5.3.2 Arguments opposing neoliberal conservation approaches and perceived risks.  
 

Contesting the above section, there are some real concerns about what relying upon economic 

growth and the private sector for things like conservation might mean, and the risks associated 

with pursuing neoliberal conservation approaches. A number of these were identified by 

participants in the research with some key themes; issues around regulatory capture and the 

public conservation body being manipulated, and the idea that corporations and industries are 

lulling us into a ‘false sense of security’ and partnerships are simply allowing business as usual 

within an exploitative, capitalist framework.  

 

5.3.2.1 Regulatory capture and manipulation of DOC’s mandate. 
 

A number of scholars have raised concerns about what having business/economy adjacent 

conservation approaches might actually mean for conservation and the environment. Büscher 

et al (2012) discuss this issue at length (see Doak et al., 2011 and Soulé, 2014, for more). They 

argue that within neoliberal conservation approaches (or any other social policy for that 

matter), economic growth can become a prerequisite for positive environment and social 

results. As such, a bizarre cycle of reproduction emerges;   

Economic growth becomes, paradoxically, the prerequisite for healthy ecosystems, 

whose conservation in turn becomes the basis for further economic growth. This is 

dangerous because the relationship between economic growth and the health of 

ecosystems is considered from a very selective perspective, eliminating information 

which suggests that economic growth could be harmful in terms of both environmental 

factors and widening wealth differentials (Büscher et al., 2012 pg. 14). 

This is also a matter of concern for Corson (2010); where in the international biodiversity 

conservation space, corporations and politicians can align themselves with conservation 

projects to become ‘green’. Arguably, having this ‘green’ association allows continued capital 

accumulation, and in this way neoliberal biodiversity conservation actually creates space for 

continued global economic and capital growth (Corson, 2010).    

 

This raises questions around the potential risks and issues that might accompany neoliberal 

conservation approaches, particularly if they were to become the dominant approach.  In this 

context, conservation becoming reliant upon economic growth and at the whim of business 

agendas could be a very real possibility. While some participants spoke about the importance 
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of the economy and business in conservation, and how linking the economy to the environment 

can encourage conservation and environmental activities, others raised concerns somewhat 

parallel to those discussed in the literature.  

 

Participant 1 spoke of some of these concerns around having such a focus on the private sector 

contributing to conservation. Interestingly, this same participant advocates for the approach 

above, so DOC is clearly aware of the risks, which is encouraging.  

So the critical issue that gets levelled by us is that businesses might start determining 

what the conservation work is that will be done, and might skew the activity away from 

what the priority actually is. So a business may start to skew DOC from high priority 

work towards less priority work because that’s what they want to do.... 

...And certainly when working with government, that they [business] might start to gain 

favour from the government because of the work they do, so there’s some kind of 

conflict of interest that starts to occur (Participant 1, DOC). 

 

Participant 5 shared similar sentiments regarding the potential risk to the DOC in entering the 

Living Water partnership. The possibility that DOC could be captured by Fonterra and end up 

doing what the business wanted, with little net gain for conservation was a real concern, but 

participant 5 was clearly able to rationalise this risk. Additionally, participant 5 was concerned 

about how DOC might be perceived for partnering with a business like Fonterra, who are likely 

perceived as counter to DOC’s ethics and values around conservation and the environment.  

Certainly I mean the risk to DOC were one, getting captured, and not producing real 

conservation results. And then being seen to be captured- affecting DOC’s credibility 

which is important to DOC. DOC does have it’s marketing team worry about how DOC 

is perceived. Brand. The DOC brand. You don’t sell it or give it away cheaply or it’ll 

be degraded [...] And in my mind it was always going to be a big ask, it was a big call 

for the department. But as long as the department was influencing Fonterra, more than 

Fonterra was influencing the department, we were on the winning side of the 

partnership (Participant 5, ex-DOC). 

 

Participant 5 above has alluded to the idea of being ‘captured’. Regulatory capture can be a 

concern in public-private partnerships, and occurs when a governmental regulatory agency fails 

to act in the public interest, instead privileging the political or commercial interest of an 
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industry or business that it is meant to be regulating (Boehm, 2007). Thinking about this in the 

context of DOC partnerships, and specifically the Living Water partnership, we can see how 

this concern is relevant. While DOC does not directly regulate Fonterra, nor does it regulate 

freshwater pollution, it does have a specific mandate under the Conservation Act 1987 to 

advocate for conservation and environmental issues through RMA processes. Therefore 

plausibly, DOC could be skewed away from advocating on, for example, freshwater issues 

where Fonterra farms and the dairy industry is concerned. For participant 2 below, concerns 

around this potential risk appear to be based in historical experiences with the DOC not 

fulfilling their advocacy responsibilities under the Conservation Act. As has been discussed 

earlier in this chapter, many environmental groups have argued that during the recent 9-year 

period of the National-led government, DOC was somewhat constrained from fulfilling their 

mandated to advocate within RMA processes. DOC, a governmental department advocating 

for environmental protection within the resource consent framework, was perceived to be a 

hinderance to growth and development and went against the business and economic growth 

agenda of the government at the time.   

 

Participant 2 addresses this, describing how the experiences with DOC over the last 9 years 

exemplified how the department’s advocacy role was at the whim of the government and 

therefore they had concerns about how it could be manipulated within private partnerships by 

business’s agendas as well;  

The DOC was completely removed from even that kind of advocacy, it wasn’t able to 

just help with good policy formation, to provide good advice into what was a key 

process informing policy on freshwater. SO the DOC just disappeared, vanished from 

freshwater issues in that time. And for them to sign up with Fonterra, I think just 

compounded that problem[...]  

[...] This is not a criticism of what they’re doing, it is a demonstration, of how sidling 

up to these people, becoming reliant on them, can actually end up going contrary to the 

key core function of DOC and its core mandate (Participant 2, Forest and Bird).  

 

Similarly, to participant 2’s comments above, participant 6 discusses their initial feelings and 

experiences going into the partnership, and the concern that this relationship might mean some 

compromise from DOC in their advocacy role.  
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So, it wasn’t just that we’d been arguing under RMA stuff, it was also that the risk of 

going into partnership, carried with it the expectation that we would kowtow in RMA 

cases. So, I think before we go into partnerships with groups, there should be some kind 

of environmental bottom line established (Participant 6, DOC). 

The vignette below contains a really good example of how some of the risks that are discussed 

in theory, may well come to fruition. While this example is totally unrelated to the Living 

Water program, it is still a useful example to understand why some in the conservation 

community hold the concerns that they do. 

Textbox 5.1 : Cape Sanctuary and the Little Spotted Kiwi.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While not directly related to the Living Water partnership, there are some relationships between DOC 

and other conservation partners which have been called into question recently. These claims are up for 

debate and speculation, but some of the concerns exemplified in these cases, shed some light on how 

possible the concerns expressed by participants above, may well be possible. In the interview with 

participant 2, we discussed a number of these at length, however at the time they were confidential 

because they had not been released to the public. Since the date of our interview, one of these cases 

has been made public, so I can draw on some of the comments to show why some people feel there 

might be risk for DOC and conservation in coming to rely on business for conservation work. 

In October 2018 it came to light that several Little Spotted Kiwi had died of neglect at the Cape 

Sanctuary in Hawke’s Bay. Cape Sanctuary is the country’s largest privately-owned conservation 

project, providing habitat for a range of native birds, little spotted kiwi included (Bradley, 2018). Radio 

New Zealand revealed in October that DOC allowed the sanctuary to show kiwi off to paying guests 

without the correct permit, resulting in accusations of neglect by the company. It was then suggested 

that the sanctuary was prioritising their Kiwitours for paying guests, over things like monitoring and 

predator control. From the perspective of Forest and Bird, this represented some of the risks that occur 

when DOC goes into partnership with community partners and businesses. The following quotatiom 

from an RNZ interview, outlines this; "There had been concerns raised about the fact that there wasn't 

a permit for the handling of birds at the sanctuary ... everybody in the department seemed to know 

about it ... and nothing happened because senior management didn't want to rock the boat," Forest and 

Bird chief conservation advisor Kevin Hackwell (Bradley, 2018). 
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Off the back of this situation, Forest and Bird called for an independent review of all of DOC’s 

commercial partnerships, to examine the possibility of similar situations coming to fruition. 

Forest and Bird’s argument has been contested by DOC and the case continues to be debated, 

and clearly this example is drastically different to the arrangement of the Living Water 

Program. However, given examples such as this one, we can see how the likes of Participant 2 

have serious concerns regarding the trajectory of public-private partnerships for conservation. 

This is not a criticism of what they’re doing, it is a demonstration, of how sidling up to 

these people, becoming reliant on them, can actually end up going contrary to the key 

core function of DOC and its core mandate (Participant 2, Forest and Bird).  

 

As the statement above exemplifies, there are some real-life concerns and risks regarding how 

DOC could potentially be ‘captured’ or influenced by the interests of the business partners.  As 

has been outlined, this very risk is a common critique in the literature around neoliberal 

approaches to conservation, and this is mirrored in the responses of a number of participants.  

 

5.3.2.2 Lulling us into a false sense of security- business as usual?  
 

Another concern raised by participants was that from the perspective of an environmentally 

intensive industry such as dairy farming, undertaking partnerships for conservation may not be 

particularly transformative, and simply ‘business as usual’. Maintaining business as usual is a 

common critique of neoliberal conservations. Theoretically, by conservation becoming reliant 

on economic growth and the private sector to secure funding and resources, then, within a 

According to the Radio New Zealand report, this case was particularly contentious because the Kiwi 

Recovery Group advised against the transferral of Little Spotted Kiwi to Cape Sanctuary, on the 

basis of poor pest control and concerns as to whether the environment was suitable. Despite this 

advice, DOC approved the transfer anway (Bradley, 2018). 

"There is a lot of pressure, certainly under the previous government when DOC was being 

underfunded and having its staff cut, there was a big push and a lot of pressure on the 

department to sign up with wealthy partners, businesses and philanthropists in an attempt to 

do some of the conservation work that was its core function [...] And that led to a pressure 

for the department to compromise some of its conservation values."- Forest and Bird chief 

conservation advisor Kevin Hackwell (Bradley, 2018).  
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capitalist economic system, it is also becoming reliant upon the status quo. In turn that may 

create constrained space for challenging or questioning the systems, institutions and processes 

producing negative social or environmental outcomes (Büscher et al., 2012). As Brockington 

and Duffy (2010) discuss;  

The idea that capitalism can and should help conservation save the world now occupies 

the mainstream of the conservation movement. There is still resistance (Walker et al 

2009) but it is becoming increasingly marginal in the corridors of conservation power 

(Brockington and Duffy, 2010 pg. 470).  

 

Similar could be said regarding the dominance of public-private partnerships and neoliberal 

conservation approaches across the world. They are dominant to the point that in most cases 

there seems to be acceptance that partnering is simply ‘the way forward’. This is a hallmark of 

neoliberal conservation approaches, and neoliberal reform more generally Brockington and 

Duffy (2010) discuss; rhetoric around neoliberal conservation, particularly from the 

organisations and institutions involved, is insistently positive; with ‘win-win’ scenarios, 

ethically traded resources, sustainable development and ethical, ‘green’ corporations. It is 

marketed as though we can solve all of the world’s problems by consuming ethically and 

supporting ‘green’ corporations doing good. Such relentlessly positive rhetoric, ought to be 

approached with a degree of caution and scepticism, particularly given that they do not present 

opportunities to  question or imagine futures outside of a capitalist framework (Brockington 

and Duffy, 2010).  

 

Along similar lines, some participants felt that such an approach to conservation might be 

lulling us into a false sense of security. For example, seeing that an organisation like Fonterra 

was partnering and working with a conservation organisation like the DOC, might prompt us 

to think the problem is being addressed, steering us away from the big picture questions around 

these environmental issues. Of course, partnerships are doing productive things for the 

environment, particularly the Living Water Program, and the argument ‘they’re better than 

doing nothing’ comes to mind. But it is also undeniable that activities such as Living Water 

will not be the answer, simply a small part of what likely needs to be a total transformation of 

the way we do agriculture and conservation. In this context, the ‘it’s better than nothing 

attitude’ is arguably not particularly productive. So, with this in mind some participants raised 
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concerns that these partnerships might be lulling us into a false sense of security regarding the 

actions being taken by industry/the private half of the partnership.  

 

Participant 1 and 13 shared the concern that the corporate side of the partnership might get 

more credit than productive conservation work or industry change actually being done.;  

Another one would be that corporates just simply aren’t paying enough- in other words 

they are getting more ‘credit’ than is due to them (Participant 1, DOC).  

 

As long as it’s not window dressing, and as long as it’s not just a branding exercise and 

that work gets done on the ground and the dairy industry makes a big effort to move 

forward (Participant 13, SDC).  

 

Participant 6 expressed that from their experience and perspective, actions being taken by 

Fonterra were relatively standard, and nothing remarkable or progressive. Ultimately, while 

fencing streams and planting them out with natives is a very beneficial action, it does still 

enable the business to run somewhat as usual, while supplementing with some environmentally 

positive actions. Evidently, Participant 6 hoped to see a push towards some of the more difficult 

to make changes that have typically been controversial amongst farmers. 

I mean it’s really easy to talk about fencing out streams and riparian planting and 

prettying up those things. It’s a lot harder to talk about lowering stocking rates, lowering 

nitrogen, managing diffuse sources of pollution. Fonterra hasn’t come on board 

strongly in that arena, I don’t think (Participant 6, DOC). 

 

As Participant 5 discusses, the dairy industry in Aotearoa NZ faces many environmental 

challenges outside of freshwater issues, and that conservation partnerships such as Living 

Water can only go so far.  

It was interesting, because when I tried to talk to Fonterra about their sustainability 

program, their wider sustainability program- they were pretty coy, weren’t too keen to 

talk about it- we had one meeting and were pretty defensive, like ‘why do you wanna 

know?’ kind of attitude. And I kind of realised that any idea that I thought I was going 

to get any more leverage with people in Fonterra to help move their thinking, was a bit 

of a delusion (Participant 5, ex-DOC).  
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But I always had the view, that freshwater shall we say, degradation, was only one part 

of Fonterra’s problem, environmentally. They’ve got other massive sustainability 

issues in terms of land management- but really the biggest other one really is climate 

change (.....) they hated talking about, they didn’t want to talk about climate change. 

They knew that they were so many many miles away from being able to actually have 

sustainable farming in the wider sense- and they still are. Those tensions are still 

playing out (Participant 5, ex-DOC). 

 

This is not to say that Fonterra or the Living Water program, claim that this approach is the 

sole answer. They do not. And it is also not to say that the work being done is this partnership 

is not good, it appears that five years in, it is achieving some positive things. Certainly, if the 

Living Water Program can be a ‘champion for change’ as it intends to be, and if the learnings 

and progress made in the partnership can be streamlined right throughout the entire dairy 

sector, then it could be very influential. As some critics of neoliberal and capitalist conservation 

approaches raise in the literature, partnering with large corporates is essentially enabling 

business as usual approaches to how economic and environmental concerns are balanced, and 

arguably we would do well to question and challenge business as usual (Büscher et al., 2012). 

These concerns raised by participants certainly bring to light questions around whether the 

discourse, and normalisation of partnerships mean that we are questioning them less and less. 

How resources and money are being spent towards actions in the space, and the corresponding 

outcomes, need to be carefully examined so that the concerns expressed by participants above 

do not come to fruition.  

 

5.4 Conclusion.  
 

This chapter began by looking at how neoliberal ideologies rapidly reformed the political, 

economic and social space in Aotearoa NZ. These reforms had far reaching influence across 

much of society, including within the environmental legislation, management and conservation 

space. As has been argued, the shifts in conservation approaches are embedded within these 

broader political and economic contexts and processes. Undoubtedly, the shift towards public-

private partnerships for conservation in Aotearoa New Zealand is aligned with global trends of 

new or neoliberal conservation.  
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The chapter then revisited neoliberal approaches to conservation. These approaches advocate 

for a shift towards introducing new actors to conservation, often the private sector, to grow 

resource, support and success of conservation. One key way neoliberal approaches to 

conservation are enacted is through partnerships and new forms of governance and 

management of conservation or environmental resources.  

 

These approaches have created quite the debate in the literature among conservation 

researchers and practitioners. A number of these themes and perspectives are reflected among 

the participants of this research and have been discussed in the latter section of this chapter. 

Neoliberal conservation approaches are advocated for by creating a ‘discourse of crisis’ around 

the idea that conservation is failing and needs greater collaboration, involvement of other 

sectors, support, sharing of knowledge and resources to be successful. Secondly, they are 

discussed in terms of the values underpinning conservation, with new conservation typically 

being advocated for in terms of the economic or social value of the environment. This chapter 

has argued that these discourses have helped to legitimise and push forward the drive towards 

public-private partnerships for conservation.  Arguments in the literature opposing or 

concerned about new conservation, are generally based on the perceived risk of becoming 

reliant on the economy and private sector for conservation. These include regulatory capture, 

manipulation of the public body by the private ‘partner’, and the idea that partnerships are 

simply ‘business as usual’, lulling us into a false sense of security that progress around 

environmentally exploitative industries (such as industrial dairying) is being made.  These 

concerns are shared by several participants in this research, and it is clear that there is a wide 

spectrum of views regarding the increasingly prevalent use of neoliberal conservation 

approaches in Aotearoa New Zealand.  

 
The Living Water program then, is clearly an example of a neoliberal approach to conservation 

and is subject to the arguments and concerns discussed in this chapter. As has been discussed 

here, neoliberal conservation approaches generally involve some major shifts in governance, 

roles and responsibilities surrounding conservation and environmental spaces. How these shifts 

within both the public and private sector are being experienced, and what this actually means 

for conservation ‘on the ground’ in Aotearoa New Zealand, will be explored in the following 

chapter, with a more specific focus on the Living Water program and the environmental space 

in which the partnership engages.   
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Chapter 6 : Shifting roles and responsibilities: both challenge 
and opportunity for partnerships. 

 

6.1 Introduction 
 

As was established in the previous chapter, shifts in Aotearoa NZ towards neoliberal 

approaches to conservation are embedded within broader processes of neoliberal reform across 

the environmental landscape. As Chapter 5 discussed, DOC’s partnership approach, and the 

Living Water Program more specifically, are subject to these shifts, and are advocated for and 

against in particular kinds of ways. This chapter examines what these shifts might mean for 

government and business in conservation/sustainability spaces. As such, this chapter will seek 

to answer research question two: How do the aforementioned shifts in conservation indicate 

new or changing roles for government and business with the conservation space? What are the 

challenges and opportunities here? To answer this question, the research draws from the 

experiences of participants in the Living Water Program and analyses the challenges and 

opportunities found through the partnership’s work so far. 

 

The chapter begins by looking at the role of the government (DOC) in conservation and how 

some shifts within this role are being suggested by participants in this research. This is in line 

with the idea that responsibility for environmental issues and things like conservation isn’t just 

attributable to one sector or organisation. Instead, there’s a sense of collective responsibility, 

the idea that we all have a role to play, including non-government organisations, private sector 

actors and community groups. Secondly, the chapter examines the role of business within this 

space, with focus on ideas of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and Social Licence to 

Operate (SLO). Many challenges and reservations associated with this shift and sharing of roles 

and responsibility have been signalled by participants and a number of these will be discussed 

in the final section of this chapter. Likewise, for the participants involved in this research, these 

shifts also present some exciting opportunities.  

 

6.2 The role of the state in conservation; The Department of Conservation, Te 
Papa Atawhai (DOC).  

 

As has previously been outlined in this research, The Department of Conservation is the 

government department with an explicit mandate to manage biodiversity conservation on PCL, 
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on behalf of all New Zealanders. As Chapter 5 established, while the Department has also had 

an important role within the advocacy space, the ability of DOC to carry out this function has 

been variable under different governments. Aside from this advocacy role, the ability of DOC 

to work off conservation land has been somewhat constrained, since traditionally DOC’s core 

priorities were more focused on PCL activities. The shift of DOC’s focus to include a wider 

diversity of conservation approaches, namely public-private partnerships, appears to be part of 

a desire and opportunity to shift these views. In looking at the Living Water partnership, the 

following sections will address several the ideas that emerged through this research.  

 

6.2.1 Widening the scope… A repositioning of the role of DOC.  
  
One idea that emerged through speaking with particularly DOC staff in this research, is that 

how DOC has operated in the past has inevitably led to the view that conservation is largely 

their responsibility rather than other actors within government, business or civil society. 

However, while the Department was explicitly formed for conservation, throughout time 

DOC’s focus has become more outward and partnerships with communities and Iwi have 

become long-term mainstays of conservation. These shifts are arguably more in line with ideas 

of CBC or co-management which were discussed in chapter 2 (Tipa and Welch, 2006). Now, 

with the shift towards new conservation approaches, the Department appears to have a desire 

to reposition themselves away from this dominant view. Discourses around these ideas were 

common among many of the research participants.   

 

Participants 1 and 5 explain some of the thinking behind the desire to reposition the department 

and pursue a more outward focused, partnerships strategy; 

DOC had got itself into the position probably, for a lot of good reasons [...] that ‘we are 

the ones who do conservation’, we are the guardians of public conservation land [.....] 

became obvious that conservation is an all of NZ concern, that there was an opportunity 

for NZ to operate as a country quite differently, and DOC would be a part of that, rather 

than ‘the’ thing that did that. So that lead to a much stronger outward focus, 

partnerships sort of setting (Participant 1, DOC).   

 

When we initially started, DOC was a traditional government department, we all ran 

around telling people what to do. When we had the advocacy role; we knew best, we 
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were the people who did conservation and we were going to tell everyone else how to 

do it. Gradually we learnt a few lessons over the first ten years about that, and then 

started to flip it around a lot more in the way that we were dealing with things, that 

well, we’ll find out where people are at, we’re they’re coming from, how they think 

about conservation and we’ll come on board in a way they can relate to (Participant 5, 

ex-DOC).  

 

Participant 1 also signalled that this repositioning of DOC meant creating space for other actors 

to play a role (in this case, partnerships with the private sector), while DOC could take on more 

of facilitation/expertise role in helping others to be part of conservation;  

This is an exercise in DOC helping others be successful. Which is a different thing all 

together. And so it’s about us, being prepared to loosen the reins considerably on 

who/how/where conservation is done- to engender a wider, all of New Zealand 

response and that’s not done by being you know, highly autocratic... (Participant 1, 

DOC).  

 

Participants from Fonterra had a somewhat similar view. Participant 3 suggested that 

partnerships could signal a widening of scope for conservation. To them, partnerships like the 

LW program could be a really valuable mechanism by which to widen conservation and create 

space for increasing input by others. These statements are in line with a lot of the argument 

around neoliberal conservation approaches, that conservation needs to broaden in its scope in 

order to gain more actors and support (Doak et al., 2011; Marvier, 2014). 

I think the mental model that needs to change is that DOC’s job is to take care of nature 

on DOC land- that’s not their mandate. Their mandate is much broader than that, and I 

don’t think people understand that. And that’s when you look at the strategical level, 

the responsibility for New Zealand’s biodiversity is held by DOC. And that is then 

implemented across private, public land… and there’s a role for councils, business, 

citizens [...] A traditional view of conservation.. is you put a fence around it, no one 

touches it- it’s preserved. Conservation can be limiting in people’s thinking- so how do 

we change that for NZ? And I think the partnerships work, and things like that are 

helping in that space (Participant 3, Fonterra).  

 

In a similar way, Participant 4 suggests a shift for DOC towards partnering and enabling other 
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actors in the conservation space; 

So, I think there was also a shift in DOC’s thinking at the time when they formed this 

partnership with us, and others, about yes they are looking after that conservation land, 

but, do they have a greater role, in looking after NZ’s land? If you connect with people 

who impact other parts of the land, can you do a greater good? (Participant 4, Fonterra).  

 

Similar sentiments were shared among some of the other participants from across the strategic 

and case study groupings regarding responsibility and how a ‘narrow, traditional’ view of 

conservation and DOC’s role might evolve; 

I think in the end, it’s a multitude of organisations, community groups, general public. 

And that’s really the only way you’re going to get any sort of meaningful outcome... I 

think if you take conservation in its traditional sense, you think National Parks, Great 

Walks, and pest control, kakapo recovery- people think, DOC- Department of 

Conservation, of course it is. In that sense, if you keep the definition very narrow, 

maybe it [responsibility] is. But I don’t think that’s really the definition of conservation, 

is it? (Participant 15, Fonterra, Waituna).  

 

All of these responses point towards the idea that DOC have the potential to play a broader role 

outside of the arguably narrow confines of ‘traditional’ conservation. They also mirror some 

of the critiques of a traditional, protected areas based approach to conservation, along the lines 

of those discussed in chapter 2; that a traditional approach alone is not sufficient to address the 

complexities of conservation (West, Igoe and Brockington, 2006). Participant 1 from DOC 

sums up this change in direction and shift in the partnerships arm of the department; 

We can’t do it all, and certainly we are facilitating, supporting, guiding, being a team 

member, leading in some cases, but finding a niche, rather than automatically thinking 

we need to lead and control (Participant 1, DOC).  

 

The Department has an ambitious goal of every business restoring nature by 2050 and clearly 

if this is to be achieved, then DOC will have an important role to play in terms of enabling and 

empowering business to have the knowledge and resources to be active in this space. 

Participant 6 speaks of the many valuable skills the Department has to offer, and how these 

could also be harnessed in areas other than just ‘traditional’ DOC work;  

We’ve got the advantage of being operational based… but also with a 
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scientific/technical side of things. So I think that mix is really quite powerful. As well 

as connecting up with other organisations and acting as a facilitator (Participant 6, 

DOC).  

 

Likewise, Participant 7 refers to how businesses entering this space don’t generally have the 

skills or expertise, and therefore DOC’s role as a facilitator is really important.  

Businesses should take that [environmental responsibility] really seriously. And if that 

means they have to put some money into offsetting their impacts, or close the loop, or 

do things differently with their externalities, then yeah, they should. And they’re not 

necessarily going to know how to do that. And when I don’t know how to do something, 

I ask someone who does! (Participant 7, DOC).  

 

These views are mirrored in the Department’s most recent Statement of Intent 2016-2020, 

where a clear focus on partnerships for conservation is seen. In this report, the vision for DOC’s 

role has clearly widened and business partnerships are simply part of the fabric of conservation 

in Aotearoa NZ, along with many other partners; 

There is an increasing amount of crucial conservation work undertaken by iwi, 

business, universities […]. Working with these groups to grow conservation means 

DOC needs to support the work that is already being done by our partners, and involve 

them in the ongoing conversation (Department of Conservation, 2016 pg. 16).  

 

Along the same lines and referring to the ‘every business restoring nature by 2050 strategy’, 

participant 1 says; 

It’s almost DOC not wanting to own that strategy, we want New Zealand to own that 

strategy... and it’s quite a difficult thing being able to sort of let go of your own 

strategy... I’ll know we’ve been successful, and we are starting to hear this now, 

businesses are starting to use that (Participant 1, DOC).  

 

While there is clearly a central role for DOC in terms of supporting and enabling, it is also 

clearly an aspiration that at some point DOC will be able to loosen the reins on conservation, 

particularly in terms of activities outside of the conservation estate. As the participants accounts 

above have indicated, DOC is not necessarily wanting to give up any of their mandated 

responsibility, but they are aiming to reposition themselves as enabling others to take 
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responsibility in spaces that they may not have engaged in before. A blurring and shifting of 

public and private sector’s responsibilities was common across many accounts of partnerships 

as Van Huijstee et al's (2007) review of partnerships literature found. 

 

Of course, this is not to say that the Department will no longer have a role, and it seems most 

likely that core conservation work will presumably always be the preserve of the Department. 

Participant 8 shares this view;  

But it’s not just about us sort of grabbing the levers in their business, it’s actually about 

them grabbing responsibility and doing it on their own… [B]eyond the PCL, DOC will 

have been successful when every business, every dairy farm, every land owner is doing 

something that’s not only, you know making their own business profitable, but in a 

sustainable sort of way (Participant 8, DOC, Ararira/LII) 

 

These partnership shifts are arguably not totally new and ground-breaking for DOC, as they’ve 

been active in this space with community groups and iwi for some time. However, introducing 

the involvement of the private sector, such as Fonterra and the LW program, indicate some 

quite fundamental shifts in terms of DOC and how we’ve always perceived their role in the 

space.   
 

6.2.2 The Department of Conservation off Public Conservation Land (PCL)?  
 

There was a lot of discussion amongst participants around the role of the Department outside 

of PCL. This is tied closely to the above discussion, because if we think about a widening role 

for the Department, then it may also mean a greater role for DOC in areas that are not in PCL. 

The Department has been variably active off PCL, but predominantly within the advocacy 

space: 

Clearly, DOC does a lot of conservation in the conservation estate, it’s where most of 

our biodiversity still is, but DOC has always done a lot of conservation off the estate. 

To come back to it’s advocacy role, and its role in looking after water particularly. DOC 

has always been in that space (Participant 2, Forest and Bird).  

 

Partnerships such as the Living Water Program, then, would appear to give DOC an 

opportunity to work in different spaces, in a way that is different to their advocacy role. This 

also ties into critiques of a traditional conservation approach, as participant 1 reflects below. 
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[T]wo critical things to mention about the strategy. One is that it has moved away from 

public conservation land boundaries, to much more of a NZ focus. And a belief that 

nature doesn’t respect public conservation land boundaries, and we have a role that is 

much wider and deeper than being confined by public conservation land (Participant 1, 

DOC).  

 

In the case of freshwater conservation, working on private land has always been important. 

However, as participant 5 explains, DOC has often been constrained by funding in this space; 

[O]ur most vulnerable ecosystems, are those that are surrounded by agriculture. The 

biodiversity of NZ fish is greater in the lowland areas because they’re migratory and 

they migrate up from the sea to their preferred habitat. So, from a freshwater 

perspective, we’ve always had to work off PCL. So, from a DOC freshwater perspective 

it’s not new, from a DOC perspective, it’s [working off PCL] quite a significant shift 

(Participant 6, DOC).  

 

Partnerships like Living Water, then, seem to be enabling DOC to work off PCL to a greater 

extent than they have been able to do in the past. This is arguably very important in the 

freshwater space given that a Protected Areas approach does not cater for the dynamics of 

freshwater ecosystems. The following table (6.1) summarises much of the participants’ 

discussion around how LW is enabling DOC off PCL, and how positive this might be for 

conservation.  

 

Table 6.1: Summary of Participant comments regarding DOC’s activities off Public 

Conservation Land (PCL).  

It opens up much more land than what we would have previously had, 
to start relieving some of those pressures on the receiving 
environments which are often on land, but also on a lot of our 
threatened fish and freshwater species, that exist on private land, 
many of which are dairy farms. 

Participant 7, DOC. 

You could also equally argue that we would just have not ever done 
this sort of freshwater conservation without it [the partnership]. …. 
In an ideal world- we might have been funded centrally. But equally, 
the focus would probably, given the government, have been on PCL 
as opposed to private land.  

Participant 6, DOC. 
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It is good to have DOC working on private land. And they’ve got a 
lot of the technical staff to do with freshwater ecology and stuff. I 
mean it totally makes sense that they are working on private land. So 
yeah I guess, giving them that opportunity through giving them the 
funding. 

Participant 12, Fish 
and Game, 
Ararira/LII. 

I guess what differentiates LW from other business as usual stuff that 
most DOC field staff are doing, is that a lot of what we’re hoping to 
achieve is probably on private land- or on parcels of public land that 
aren’t administered by DOC. 

Participant 8, DOC, 
Ararira/LII.  

Usually in DOC traditionally, you’re working in public conservation 
land, you’re not working in the catchment, and so this partnership has 
allowed us... not many senior rangers are lucky enough to be working 
in the catchment above that, you know- theoretically actually having 
an effect on what comes into that lagoon in the first place [...] we’ve 
been well funded by Fonterra, which I’m very thankful for- because 
it wouldn’t usually be DOC’s core work to do things like this; like 
stream rehabilitation and things like that, we just wouldn’t of, one- 
been given the funds, and two- been given the permission- it just isn’t 
core DOC work a lot of the time.  

Participant 14, 
DOC, Waituna.  

It’s not in the job description to be a DOC freshwater ranger and work 
on farm. A lot of it is working on these big conservation spaces, so I 
think that’s another reason a strategic partnership makes sense for 
them. 

Participant 11, 
CAREX program. 

 

Clearly, the opportunity for the Department to be active in spaces off PCL has been enabled by 

the LW partnership. When thinking about a future for Aotearoa NZ in which conservation is 

integrated across landscapes, between PCL and embedded within industry, the activities of 

DOC across these spaces will be important, and partnerships such as Living Water may be one 

way to enable these shifts and transitions.  

 

6.2.3 Creating space for different forms of advocacy.  
 

Another key role for the Department at present is its advocacy function, as has been discussed 

previously in this thesis. This advocacy role was a common point of discussion when 

participants were talking about DOC’s role on and off PCL and how this may be evolving and 

shifting. For example, historically, DOC has been active in the Environment Court; 

Probably some years ago.., DOC was at odds with Fonterra, they’d meet in court rather 

than out in the field discussing how to resolve things (Participant 8, DOC).  
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Participants argued that the Living Water Program pursues a realm outside of the typical 

farming-freshwater regulatory space, with DOC as a partner rather than the regulatory, 

advocacy driven organisation it is so often perceived to be, particularly in the farming sector. 

In this space, advocacy in the Living Water Program means something different; educating and 

working constructively together towards change.   

 

Along these lines, some of the participants suggest that DOC’s broadened advocacy role could 

potentially take many different forms: 

I think it depends on the definition you use for advocacy- people always link advocacy 

to legal. So advocacy, and being the voice of nature, DOC can do that in multiple ways. 

Sometimes, it’s being involved in regulatory processes, but other times, it’s just talking 

to people about nature.... And I think then advocacy is just not a single channel 

(Participant 3, Fonterra).  

 

This broadening of DOC’s advocacy role was seen as positive by many participants because 

they argued that DOC advocating in the regulatory space is not, in their view, going to be what 

leads to better conservation outcomes- particularly in the case of dairy farming and freshwater.  

Once upon a time I would never have said this, but I don’t think there’s real value in 

DOC pursuing, or anyone for that matter, pursuing a huge fight in environment court 

[...] that advocacy through the court processes. Because it is hugely costly, it sucks up 

so much resource and time, and if you could spend that money on actually working 

with people… what would you achieve? (Participant 7, DOC).  

 

Participant 7 is referring to experiences in advocating through regulatory channels, and how 

involvement in the Living Water program has provided an opportunity to shift that advocacy 

into other forms that might be more constructive in this particular space;  

Environment Court, is unfortunately, the most available mechanism for us to sort out 

these issues. And it’s expensive, and it just ends up polarising people essentially, it just 

ends up pitching one against the other. Whereas now what we’re trying to do down 

there [in Waituna], is resolve that problem outside of Environment Court, and in a 

completely different way. So hopefully we can start repairing some of those 

relationships with farmers when we don’t have a direct conflict with them (Participant 

7, DOC).  
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Many respondents felt that DOC’s previous advocacy role was partly attributable for division 

between farmers and conservation groups, and therefore a new tact was required to try and 

make progress. The Sustainable Dairying Advisors from both the Waituna catchment and the 

Ararira/LII site agreed that DOC’s place in the regulatory space had previously made working 

together more difficult.  For them, this was an opportunity to move outside of the perception 

of DOC as being only a regulator, and to work with them and farmers in another space entirely; 

So it’s I guess taking away from DOC being the regulator, which is where a lot of those 

farmers have seen them.. ‘urggh you’ve been a pain, you’ve objected to our resource 

consent’ (Participant 15, Fonterra, Waituna).  

 

Not to mention all the noise that sometimes DOC makes in submission against policy 

and regulation and that sort of thing. That will be what’s in the front of their [farmers] 

mind, they won’t be thinking of that ranger, who helps do all the things locally, they’ll 

be thinking this is DOC who makes all these horrific allegations against us (Participant 

9, Fonterra, Ararira/LII).  

 

Often, regulation and advocacy through regulatory processes, and voluntary compliance, and 

education are being dichotomous. To generalise, in the farming space, regulation is viewed 

negatively. Participant 2 contests this dichotomy, and while questioning the optimism 

presented along with this approach, also acknowledges the value of working outside of the 

regulatory space- so long as the two are not mutually exclusive. If they were to become 

mutually exclusive in the case of the LW partnership for example, then concerns expressed in 

Chapter 5 about regulatory capture could quickly come to fruition.   

The idea that the DOC shouldn’t be in there advocating for good water quality is 

rubbish. When it comes to the argument of “we’d rather work with people than against 

them”. My response is that it is not an either/or dichotomy. No, we need the 

department’s expertise, knowledge and wisdom in the decision-making processes 

around what the level of water quality should be set at. That is not about not working 

with people [...] You know, the two things are not mutually exclusive. And they’re both 

important. They are all about achieving environmental benefit. We have this stupid 

political idea- and it’s just dogma- that it’s either one or the other (Participant 2, Forest 

and Bird).  
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The Living Water program isn’t saying that regulation is bad, that DOC advocating through 

regulatory processes isn’t important, nor is the program excluded from expectations and 

compliance. However, it is working in another space that is outside of regulation and the 

traditional preserve of the Department. As Participant 7 raises, regulation is important but can 

only go so far, particularly where it has previously failed to contain environmental impacts. 

Indeed, as has been discussed in Chapter 5, the neoliberal characteristics of the RMA is an 

example of how legislation and regulation have actually allowed industry and development to 

go beyond environmental limits, particularly in its inability to deal with cumulative impact. 

Therefore, the space Living Water is working in might have some real value; 

So what we need now... because we’ve allowed development to completely overshoot 

that process, we’ve got to bring it back... I think ultimately, it’s a balancing act, you 

can’t have no RMA advocacy...  [O]ur mindset, [has been] that we should just say no 

to everything through a court process. Because, I guess for a long time, that was the 

only avenue we had. But now we’re thinking about how we can do things differently, 

and we’re getting more momentum in that space.” -Participant 7 (DOC). 

 

In assessing the different claims made for the role of DOC in advocacy, I agree with Participant 

2, that the mandated advocacy role of DOC is as important as ever. Indeed, as was discussed 

in Chapter 5, there needs to be ongoing caution regarding DOC’s ability to exercise this when 

in partnership with large corporates whose activity they might normally be regulating. 

However, the Living Water Program does demonstrate that there is also space for DOC to 

undertake advocacy in different kinds of ways, to make them more palatable to working with 

challenging or contradictory groups. Clearly, Living Water is a partnership that is well outside 

of DOC’s typical or traditional activities in conservation spaces. With more resources to be 

able to work in this space off PCL, new roles for the department are emerging, as well as the 

opportunity to work, engage and perhaps be perceived, differently.  

 

6.3 Shifting roles within the private sector? 
 

The Department’s partnerships strategy clearly outlines a role for business in the conservation 

space. This is a key characteristic of neoliberal approaches to conservation, whereby the private 

sector is given a role to take responsibility and account for the impacts their industry or business 

may have on communities and the environment. One of the most prevalent topics of 



 121 

conversation in this research was around the specific case of the Fonterra-DOC partnership, 

Fonterra’s reasons for entering the space, and the fine line between Social Licence to Operate 

and greenwashing. 

 

6.3.1 Challenging how we perceive business. 
 

When asked about the potential drawbacks or possible negative outcomes of the Department 

partnering for conservation, several participants brought up the narrow way that many of us 

might perceive business. Perhaps many of us see the majority of businesses (particularly large, 

corporate businesses) in a rather negative and narrow light; as stuck in a complex global web 

of capitalism; therefore, inherently bad; existing simply to make a profit and grow the economy 

(Buscher et al., 2012). However, a couple of participants suggest that this view is quite 

restrictive and prevents us from harnessing aspects of business that could be really powerful 

for positive change in a range of spaces, conservation included.  

Business tends to lean you towards a thing, an entity; there to make money. And one of 

our challenges has been to position, and it’s an ongoing challenge by the way, each 

business as a community of people, just like all of us. A business isn’t like a table or a 

chair, it’s not a thing. It’s a group of people, who care- often deeply, or more deeply 

about the place they are, the places they recreate etc, etc. So, it’s trying to change, I’ll 

just put that out there, that I think for anybody to partner with businesses, it’s helpful 

to have a positive view of a community of people rather than, you know only business 

motivations will move business (Participant 1, DOC).  

 

The above excerpt would suggest that perceiving business as negative, is a real challenge for 

DOC in this new conservation approach, and a dominant perception that they would like to 

shift others away from. Business is motivated by many different things, but this view suggests 

that focusing solely on the economic motivations, neglects the opportunities that working with 

communities of people within businesses might present. Participant 3 echoes these sentiments 

also:  

Businesses are just a sector. So they’re a way that people are organised every day. So 

it’s just another grouping, a way to engage [...] People care about the people they sit 

next to, that it’s a great place to work and that they’re treated well, and people care 

about where they sit in that community and that society. So, I know, like our employees 

who are in factories all across our country- they all live in that community- they want 
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to belong, and they want to take care of the people and the places around them. And so, 

businesses that allow them to do that, and there’s an avenue… I think that’s becoming 

more and more valued (Participant 3, Fonterra).  

 

As neoliberalism has become more normalised within contemporary Aotearoa NZ, perhaps 

there is an intergenerational aspect to the perception of the desirability of working with 

business. Participant 7 argues that there might be more suspicion amongst the generations who 

initially advocated tirelessly for conservation to have the legislation and dedicated department 

that it does in the form of DOC. Whereas for generations who have grown up in a world where 

neoliberalism is everywhere and generally considered to be the status quo, the perception of 

business and the idea of business being active in these spaces, may be different; 

I think people are a bit more open to working with business, and they realise that it’s 

not some scary thing… whereas some of the older people, who’ve really had to fight 

for their place and their values, are the ones who are struggling to adapt to a new world, 

if that makes sense. But again, that’s just my personal opinion and observation... It’s a 

whole brave new world. Thinking differently, doing things differently (Participant 7, 

DOC).  

 

Potential shifts in perception about the role of the private sector because of LW, organisations 

and the partnerships arm of DOC might also create the opportunity to reach a greater audience 

and sector of society that is more open to this sector having more of a role in conservation and 

sustainability spaces. However, no doubt this is likely to make many environmentally minded 

groups and individuals uncomfortable. Indeed, many would argue that under capitalism, true 

sustainability cannot be achieved and so it is appropriate to question the extent to which the 

processes that cause many of the problems, can also be the mechanisms by which to fix them 

(Buscher et al., 2012). A sceptical and contrasting view to those above, then, would be that the 

above discourses are simply corporates driving their own agendas, and wanting to stay within 

the status quo. Nevertheless, shifting the perception of business is an interesting idea to 

consider, particularly in the context of public-private partnerships.  

 

6.3.2 Corporate social responsibility, Social Licence to Operate and Greenwashing… 
Blurred lines.  

 



 123 

As chapter 2 and 3 suggested, with ongoing pressure from society, businesses in sectors such 

as Dairy are increasingly needing to maintain their Social Licence to Operate (SLO) in order 

to be able to be successful. Ideas of SLO are clearly very common in discussion of public-

private partnerships. At the same time, the possibility of greenwashing, where businesses 

project a falsely green and positive image of their activities is a common critique of neoliberal 

conservation approaches (Kareiva, 2014). 

 

Talking to many participants about the role of business in the conservation space in Aotearoa 

NZ, an overwhelming theme was the perception that business was driven to be involved in 

conservation partnerships by SLO. This was particularly true regarding Fonterra and the Living 

Water program. Some participants perceived the Living Water programme as simply 

greenwashing by Fonterra; an attempt to try and show the public they do care about the 

environmental degradation their industry hugely contributes to. Conversely, many of the 

Fonterra participants were wary of the possibility that their involvement in the Living Water 

programme would only be perceived as greenwashing, threatening to undermine the 

partnership and the work they are trying to achieve.  

 

The idea that all businesses which profit from the environment in any way, shape or form, have 

a collective responsibility for environmental issues was very strong theme across a range of 

participants. Participant 3 outlines below; 

I think there is a shared responsibility for where we’re at, you know, what the world is 

in, globally!! We’ve created this, nature would have been fine if we weren’t here. 

We’ve created these problems […] So I think everybody does have that role to play 

(Participant 3, Fonterra).  

 

Participant 4 shares a similar view and reflects on how business is moving and changing in 

terms of how they perceive their own role in these spaces, also alluding to demand from society; 

In the past, a business’ sole purpose was to create profit back to the shareholder and 

that’s all they were there to do. So, if they were engaging with a non-business 

organisation - it may have been purely for marketing reasons I guess. But, increasingly 

more and more businesses are taking on the challenge... Our investors, our customers, 

our communities, are requiring us to do it. So it is becoming core to a business if you 

want to survive into the future. So, in some ways I guess that’s bringing business closer 
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to the aims of government, so businesses are starting to see that they do have 

responsibility to society and the environment (Participant 4, Fonterra).  

  

When asked what they thought about the LW program and the respective possible motivations 

of Fonterra and DOC for being involved in the partnership conservation space, the drive of 

social responsibility was an overwhelming theme among DOC, farmers and other groups alike. 

The following table (6.2) collates several comments from various participants.  

 

Table 6.2 : Participant comments about Social Licence to Operate (SLO) and the Living Water 

program. 

Well I think it gives them almost the green tick, relatively 
cheaply really when you think of the cost of the damage 
that they’ve done. And we’ve seen them really push that 
[SLO]. One of their key motivations is that they wanted 
to be a trusted brand. 

Participant 6, DOC.  

I’m sure it means different things to different businesses. 
I’m sure a lot of them will like that green association. I 
mean ultimately you would hope that what they gain is a 
better appreciation, the staff and organisation, any 
particular company that chooses to engage with DOC, 
learns more about our nature, and the benefits of that, 
both to them as a business, and to the country as a whole. 

Participant 8, DOC, Ararira/LII.   

I think to get exposure around doing the right thing. It 
mitigates the publicity around dairy farming just being 
out there to ruin the environment. To try and give back. 

Participant 10, Farmer, 
Ararira/LII. 

I imagine a large part of it is to improve their 
environmental image, which has been battered over the 
years. But also I hope to right the poor practices. 

Participant 12, Fish and Game 

Before I started working here and looking in from the 
outside, I probably felt a bit cynical about it... The DOC 
name, the fact that DOC are recognised as a conservation 
organisation, you know much the same as Air New 
Zealand, they could see that it would strengthen the 
Fonterra brand and make them look more responsible 
from an environmental management perspective. So 
DOC were a pretty good choice. 

Participant 13, Selwyn District 
Council, Ararira/LII. 

Certainly, there’s a big drive from Fonterra around that 
sustainability space... And for Fonterra, there’s a lot of 
public interest in it, and obviously it has a lot of impact 
on the business as well. If you’ve got poor water quality, 

Participant 15 (Fonterra, 
Waituna) 
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you lose your social licence to operate and it becomes a 
major issue. 
Nobody likes the land more than farmers. And I think 
everyone, or most farmers, have now realised that one of 
our main threats to our industry is the negative idea that 
people have of us. So if we can do things to try and 
improve people’s perception of us, then that can only be 
good. 

Participant 17 , Farmer, 
Waituna. 

 

As Chapter 3 discussed at length, as the dairy industry’s SLO here has diminished severely in 

the last decade or so, much of the public now draw strong links between dirty dairying and all 

dairy farming. This has undoubtedly put a great deal of pressure on major players in the 

industry, notably Fonterra, and society has increasingly demanded the industry to start showing 

more responsibility and action in these spaces. Participant 2 discusses below; 

I think the conservation environment movement created the situation where the dairy 

industry’s social licence to operate has been severely tested. They’re working hard to 

maintain their social licence to operate, they’re under real pressure [...] I watched 

closely, particularly Fonterra. They are working very hard to regain that social licence 

to operate. I think a big part of why they wanted to work with DOC, was to be seen to 

be doing something to help take the pressure off the environmental criticism they were 

receiving (Participant 2, Forest and Bird).  

 

Despite the comments in the table above from many participants, there were some that 

contested this view and did not want for the partnership to be seen as simply a public image 

exercise. They argued that while SLO may be a factor, motivations for public-private 

partnerships are multi-faceted. Several participants also viewed the LW partnership as slightly 

different to some of the other partnerships that DOC is engaged with, which seem more like 

sponsorship arrangements rather than tangible collaborative conservation work. Table 6.3 

below summarises these comments from participants.  
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Table 6.3 : Summary of participants discourse contesting the idea that Living Water is simply 

about Social Licence to Operate.  

Well, Living Water isn’t all that visible to people. A lot of 
people don’t know what Living Water is. It’s kind of good, 
I mean it wouldn’t seem all that genuine if they were 
sticking it up on ads everywhere and stuff […] I think that 
has been really good, that for me, makes it a lot more 
genuine, because it’s not forced in people’s faces and stuff 
like that […] I guess there would be the opportunity for 
Fonterra to, literally, milk it- it just hasn’t really been like 
that- not that I’ve seen anyway. 

Participant 14, DOC, Waituna.  

I think it probably does [SLO] to a certain extent, is that 
the major driver for it? No. But like anything, why does 
AirNZ jump in with DOC? You know, there is a public 
perception at play, there’s no doubt about it. But I don’t 
think it is the main driver of it [...] so you know, so yes 
having a partnership with DOC I guess in some ways looks 
good from a public perception point of view, but actually, 
it’s more what is delivered out of that [...] actually start to 
solve some of these problems. So that’s the key driver. 

Participant 15, Fonterra, 
Waituna. 

So, the partnership is about New Zealanders understanding 
the interdependence of the environment, and the economy, 
and farming and so on. And that will help with the social 
licence to operate. So yes, it’s in there, but also the 
partnership has a lot more depth than just going, gosh we 
need people to think we are better. And therefore the 
reputation of farming goes up. It helps, but it is not the 
primary purpose.  
So when people say that to me, is it tokenistic, is it 
greenwashing, are you just handing money to DOC, you 
know because you’re dirty dairying- that is not at all what 
this partnership is about, and I put my hand on my heart 
and say that is not why it was started either. 

Participant 3, Fonterra.  

We’ve quite deliberately said, this is not about doing 
National level publicising of the partnership [...] that’s not 
the purpose of the program... I do think this partnership is 
a little bit different to others, who have more of a 
marketing focus for their partnership. 

Participant 4, Fonterra.  

AirNZ and Fonterra are examples where it’s actually quite 
a lot to do with changing the business model. So Fonterra 
wanted to change their business model, their way of 
working and producing their products, so they can have a 
better ‘farm to plate’ story, but also because they knew 

Participant 5, ex-DOC.  
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they had to keep one step ahead of the government 
regulations and so on. They had to up their game, and their 
shareholders needed to up their game- and DOC would be 
a useful partner for helping to achieve that. 

 

Some felt that there could be a balance between altruistic and more business-minded 

motivations for the private sector in taking part in public-private partnerships such as Living 

Water. As participant 13 raises, things like SLO can drive positive change within businesses 

or industries;  

I think that’s probably part of the issue isn’t it, is that the environmental impacts haven’t 

been internalised have they, they’ve been externalised. So, by having Fonterra being 

involved in some of that work, at least it’s an element of internalisation (Participant 13, 

SDC, Ararira/LII).  

 

Similarly, participant 7 shares the view that SLO can be positive to drive businesses to make 

change; 

Increasingly there is a demand from society, that’s saying we want our businesses, we 

want our products, we want our environment to be looked after. There should be a social 

licence to operate, and businesses should take that really seriously. And if that means 

they have to put some money into offsetting their impacts, or close the loop, or do things 

differently with their externalities, then yeah, they should (Participant 7, DOC).  

 

Despite hesitations and concerns about Fonterra getting more credit than is due to them for 

what, in the grand scheme of freshwater issues is a rather small contribution, Participant 2 also 

agreed that while image or SLO might be a key motivator, once in the partnership and learning 

from DOC, the motivations can begin to shift;  

It can be both [‘green’ image and wanting genuine change]. And that’s the thing. It’s 

not an either-or. And the proportions of the both can change over time (Participant 2, 

Forest and Bird).  

Clearly, many of the participants relate the LW program and Fonterra’s role in this space to 

social licence to operate in one way or another. Whether or not Fonterra’s (or any other 

business’) motivations are simply around having a ‘green’ image and meeting New Zealanders 

ethical and moral values is up for interpretation. It is clear, however, that industrial dairy 

farming, and Fonterra’s reputation as an organisation has suffered, affecting individual farmers 
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as well as the image of the brand overall. There is little argument that dairy farming has some 

considerable transforming to do, and maybe the Living Water program will be able to play a 

small and valuable contribution to this.  

 

This does raise some interesting questions around SLO and what prompts change and 

recognition of responsibility within businesses. Even if motivation for businesses to take part 

in partnerships for conservation are central to worries about public perception and ‘greening’ 

the image of their brand, does this really matter so long as positive things are being achieved 

on the ground? The danger would be if the licence to operate or ‘greening’ of the business or 

industry surpassed the tangible progress and influence being made in the space. This would be 

possible in the case of the Living Water program and Fonterra’s environmental efforts, where 

small actions in a large pond are able to be marketed and presented carefully to the public in 

order to gain social licence.  

As long as it’s not window dressing, and as long as it’s not just a branding exercise and 

that work gets done on the ground and the dairy industry makes a big effort to move 

forward (Participant 13, SDC).  

 

Here, the line between greenwashing and SLO becomes a little blurrier. Fonterra is a large 

organisation that plays a large role in dairy farming and should take a lot of responsibility in 

the environmental space. Arguably, Fonterra have shown few meaningful or genuine 

indications or actions until recently, that would suggest they see themselves as having a major 

role in the environmental space. It is the reality that the Living Water program will not solve 

all of Fonterra’s problems, nor do they claim that it will. Much more needs to be done, so 

whether some participant’s concerns about greenwashing come to fruition, is entirely 

dependent on Fonterra’s evolution and ongoing meaningful commitment in this space in the 

future.  

 
There is clearly a growing role for businesses to be more active in spaces like conservation, 

driven by growing consumer and government demand, and the tragic realities of the impact 

that things such as industrial dairy farming have had on our environment. The shifts occurring 

within DOC as part of broader processes of neoliberal conservation approaches, are creating 

more space for this to happen. Undoubtedly public-private partnerships are a potential pathway 

for this to occur. There may be space for us to start conceptualising business and their role as 
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broader than our arguably narrow views, as some participants raised. The overwhelming theme 

however regarding the role of business in this space, were concerns around greenwashing and 

social licence to operate. These concerns are likely to be part and parcel of having business 

involved in sectors like conservation, and the balance between social licence to operate and 

greenwashing will need to be carefully monitored and held to account if we are to continue to 

pursue these partnership relationships.  

 

6.4 Challenges and opportunities of shifting roles and responsibilities in 
public-private partnerships for conservation.  

 

Public -private partnerships for things like conservation mean a crossing over and blurring of 

roles and responsibilities across the public and private sectors. Several dominant themes 

surrounding how these shifts have been experienced in The Living Water program were 

discussed by participants in this research. By examining some of the key challenges and 

opportunities experienced by participants in the Living Water program so far, we can further 

our understanding of how these changing roles play out in complex conservation spaces like 

freshwater. This is important particularly if we consider that some of these challenges or 

successes might be inherent to the nature of public-private partnerships, and the growing role 

of these collaborative arrangements in Aotearoa NZ.  

 

6.4.1 Challenges of partnerships as experienced in the Living Water Program. 
 

6.4.1.1 Public versus private dynamics in partnership arrangements.  
 

Public-private partnerships naturally involve the meeting and sharing of a diverse range of 

processes and methods for working and engaging with others (Van Huijstee, Francken and 

Leroy, 2007). Several participants who have been involved in the Living Water Program 

described how there were some really clear differences in terms of how the private institution 

(Fonterra) and public institution (DOC) operated and felt things should be run. Particularly at 

the outset of the partnership, there was an element of navigating these often quite stark 

differences. Participant 15 describes the beginning of the partnership;  

The initial start of it was really- you know getting a new partner, nothing really realistic 

was going on [...] the very first meeting that it had was like ‘oh, we’ve got all this money 

that we’ve given!’, I don’t think DOC was even at meeting, ‘oh right, let’s go meet with 
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these farmers, put them in a room at the Ascot, and, what do you wanna spend this 

money on? (Participant 15, Fonterra, Waituna).  

 

Participant 4 shared a similar experience at the more strategic level, and how initially the 

organisation fell into familiar patterns just doing what they had always done; 

You have to figure out what you’re doing, how it works on the ground, the people 

responsible, all of that, which takes time. So the first few years of the partnership were 

about doing baseline assessments and figuring out what it was, and to some extent just 

doing what we’ve kind of always done- with DOC leading on the conservation, and 

Fonterra managing on farm (Participant 4, Fonterra). 

 

Participant 7 describes how particularly at the outset of the partnership, there was a lack of 

direction and focus, and more of a priority to just go out and get some work the ground done;  

From what I understand, there was some direction set up- they did have a strategy and 

objectives for each site, but it perhaps wasn’t quite as tight as it is now. And the 

emphasis was really on spending some money to signal that progress is happening… 

but I don’t think there was so much scrutiny and actually what they were doing, or how 

(Participant 7, DOC).  

 

A number of participants spoke about how the differences between the way a public institution 

runs and spends money and resources, is rather different to the approach of a private institution.  

I think when you’re dealing with businesses there’s probably slightly less oversight in 

terms of spending, whereas when you’re working for a government agency, generally 

the oversight is quite tight (Participant 13, SDC, Ararira/LII).  

 

I think, I sort of detected a certain degree of ‘just get on and spend the money’.. so 

we’ve got this money, we said we’d spend 2 million dollars a year, we need to be 

spending it on projects, and on the face of it they look ok- but if you were actually to 

dig a bit deeper, you might find were there really meatier objectives? (Participant 8, 

DOC, Ararira/LII) 

 

To DOC, the fact that we weren’t spending money, that there as a surplus at the end of 

the year, was a minor miracle in some ways- we’re not used to that in DOC!! But to 
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Fonterra, that was as problematic as spending too much money (Participant 5, ex-

DOC).  

 

A literature review looking across sustainable development partnerships globally, cited 

“cultural differences between parties” as one of the key challenges, so it would appear these 

experiences are not uncommon or isolated to the Living Water program (Van Huijstee, 

Francken and Leroy, 2007 pg. 83). 

Along similar lines, another issue that came up was expectations around timeframes. 

Government departments are often notoriously slow because of complicated processes and 

beauracracy, whereas in the corporate world, things generally move faster. Given their long 

history of working in communities, DOC understands well that the less tangible and 

quantifiable facets of conservation work, for example building relationships and trust with 

people and landowners in the community, can be a very long and slow process. It would appear 

Fonterra however, did not understand this, nor did they have the experience, initially. As such, 

expectations about work program outcomes and timeframes appear to have been significantly 

different between the organisations.  

Fonterra had different expectations about timeframes too. They seemed to be in more 

of a hurry, wanting to get results... they had a more rigid view about, if you say you’re 

going to do something, it’s got to be done- and we certainly I felt were more aware of 

the difficulties of building community relationships and even farmer relationships and 

how that took time, to achieve results. And often things we said we were going to do, 

were dependent on other partner organisations within that particular site, or farmers, 

other organisations delivering. And Fonterra weren’t accepting of that [initially]. [...] 

We’re dealing with a really complex situation, multi-stakeholder, multi-complexities 

of on-ground ecosystem problems. You don’t just pump out widgets you know 

(Participant 5, ex-DOC).  

 

And to meet very strict deadlines at Fonterra, they were much more concerned about 

them than we were... They had a view that they could do things more leanly and 

efficiently. That their return was going to get wasted in a whole lot of government 

bureaucracy. There wasn’t a whole lot of truth in that but certainly DOC was sometimes 

a bit slow (Participant 5, ex-DOC).  
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Participants 7 and 8 discuss the importance of building relationships as a prerequisite for 

successful programs, but also how this is difficult to quantify into a work program and monthly 

progress report;  

A lot of it is forming relationships, if you don’t have the relationship, you’re not going 

to get any work done... It takes time to build relationships, it really does. And it is hard 

to justify possibly, in a work program, to say, I’m going to spend five hours a week 

talking to somebody. What’s that can to achieve, what’s the output? But in the long-

term, it could pay dividends. So it’s a different way of thinking (Participant 7, DOC).  

 

 And sometimes it does take a while to form relationships and to figure out what that 

is. Sometimes you need to spend a bit of time in the community, getting to know people. 

That’s not something you can do in the space of a week with a couple of meetings 

(Participant 8, DOC, Ararira/LII).  

 

Evidently, public and private institutions operate under very different timeframes and this 

proved challenging in the beginning. Arguably, DOC have much more experience in building 

community and iwi, rūnanga relationships, so the understanding that this takes time and 

patience was more present in DOC than in Fonterra. These integral aspects of successful 

conservation work and partnerships are difficult to quantify and fit into a work program or 

corporate neoliberal ‘box’ with set outcomes. Research around neoliberalism, partnerships and 

development indicate that perhaps these challenges are inherent with the world of cross-

sectoral partnerships (Aimers and Walker, 2016; Larner and Craig, 2005; Van Huijstee, 

Francken and Leroy, 2007).  

 

The role of these institutions in the conservation space is likely to keep evolving, however 

public and private institutions will probably always operate rather differently, so this challenge 

is likely to be part-in-parcel of public partnerships for conservation, particularly those as 

collaborative as LW.  Therefore, how these differences can be reconciled to work together 

positively as roles continue to shift is important, as has been experienced for many participants 

in the Living Water Program.  
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6.4.1.2 Pulling resources away from DOC priority work.  
 

Another concern and challenge that was raised during this research was the idea that by 

engaging in partnerships for conservation, there is a risk that resources, funding and staff will 

be pulled away from ‘priority’ conservation work. As has already been outlined, the Living 

Water program is funded by Fonterra. However, this doesn’t mean that the partnership does 

not come at a significant cost to DOC who provide staff for the partnership which is not paid 

by the LW program. Many of the research participants spoke about how problematic this was, 

particularly when the partnership first began in 2013. When DOC went into partnership with 

Fonterra and the five catchment sites were decided upon, staff from DOC also needed to be 

provided to resource and carry out the program’s work. However, new staff were unable to be 

hired and this resulted in existing staff being pulled away from other areas and projects to work 

in LW instead. Evidently, this caused some significant problems and ill-feeling initially. Being 

moved into the partnership was distressing for some, particularly where there was suspicion 

and disagreement among staff about DOC’s decision to partner with Fonterra.   

 

At the Waituna site, lack of DOC resourcing was a real issue; 

The way it was set up was, DOC was the primary deliverer of the program- so we were 

support, they held the money, they were responsible to deliver it. But down here we 

didn’t have a program manager to deliver it… that was a real challenge and you know, 

almost I would say, critical to why more was achieved earlier on. Because we just didn’t 

have the people to do it. So that was probably the biggest challenge I think, was 

resourcing [..] You had a big pot of money here, but no one to spend it. They were 

obviously stretched in terms of money, so they couldn’t put staff on the ground to spend 

all that money. So that was a major issue (Participant 15, Fonterra, Waituna).  

 

Whereas at the Ararira/LII site, buy-in and involvement from local Fonterra staff was lacking;  

We struggled in the first couple of years to really get some support at the local level 

here, from Fonterra- like the Sustainable Dairying Advisor ...Who’s going to help from 

Fonterra, we’ve got the DOC staff ready to go.. so where’s the Fonterra support, that 

was a bit lacking in the first few years- there was a bit of a turnover of staff, so we 

really struggled to make that progress on-farm, because there was really no one from 

Fonterra who could really establish those relationships with farmers and get things 

going (Participant 8, DOC, Ararira/LII).  
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Participant 5 has the unique and valuable insight of being involved with the establishment of 

the program in its entirety, and shared some of this experience with regard to the stress that this 

partnership initially put on individuals, and some parts of DOC. Describing how staff had to 

be pulled away from other DOC work and onto Living Water, Participant 5 said; 

Had to divert their staff from something else which was core business, and probably 

was actually really quite significant in terms of the priorities of things, and do this 

Living Water work. And I’m in the unenviable position of having to cajole, wheedle, 

tell people that Al Morrison and then Lou Sanson had made this [Living Water] a 

priority, and you’ve got to do it (Participant 5, ex-DOC).  

 

Nuanced within that statement is the idea that staff were not particularly happy about this, but 

there was no choice because high up in DOC it was suddenly a priority. Participant 5 felt that 

earlier in the establishment of the partnership, a plan for resourcing from DOC should have 

been made with assistance from Fonterra, so that the experience was not so fraught.  

So yes, it was a problem that resources weren’t allocated, and then they were allocated 

but they were reallocated out of other things- and that was not a nice process for people. 

If they were going to do that, they should’ve made it clear right from the start and had 

a meeting with regional managers and said well I’m sorry, we’ve agreed to provide this 

partnership and that means you’re going to provide this many people (Participant 5, ex-

DOC).  

 

This raises questions around what work is given priority for conservation by DOC. These 

decisions are made through lengthy and complex analysis, but the fact that partnerships such 

as Living Water could pull people away from these earlier priorities is concerning.  

I probably felt a bit cynical about it- why DOC would be doing that, and also why for 

an organisation that is struggling to manage its own spaces well, then to divert more 

resources or staff to working for Fonterra effectively, seemed to be a bit dubious 

(Participant 13, SDC, Ararira/LII).  

 

The cost to DOC in the partnership has been significant, and this raises questions about whether 

this cost could be more effectively used in other areas. Again, Participant 5 describes how this 

was rationalised in the minds of those working in the leadership of the program.  
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Then you’ve to look at, yeah ok, if it is actually a million dollars worth of DOC’s 

resources per annum going into this, is the leverage and the outcomes worth this amount 

of funding? That’s the trade-off. It’s not just a matter of ‘are we getting $3 million  of 

conservation work done on the ground? I mean you could get a fairly hunky species 

conservation program for that kind of money... but also are we actually influencing the 

way, in the future that the farming community is actually going to treat farm 

biodiversity and freshwater ecosystems, does this project have the power of influence 

to actually achieve multimillion dollars worth of freshwater improvement? (Participant 

5, ex-DOC).  

 

With regard to the potential of the partnership to pull resources from core conservation work, 

Participant 2 talks about the fact that often sponsors or partners want to protect or be a part of 

the charismatic, public-appealing projects or species even if they aren’t actually priority 

conservation work. As such, the role for partnerships and business within conservation needs 

to be clearly outlined and contained; 

The focus on charismatic species is one of the reasons why I argue that these people 

and businesses have to be the icing on the conservation cake. The cake itself is about 

all those uncharismatic species, about the plants that nobody knows about, or the insect 

that’s ugly as heck, or the fungus or whatever. It is really important that that stuff is the 

fundamental work of the department (Participant 2, Forest and Bird).  

  

Participants 6 and 7 share similar views to the one above, suggesting again the role of 

partnerships need to be really clearly outlined and understood; 

I do think that conservation needs to be done by all New Zealanders, so it’s not just a 

DOC thing. I don’t think it should be seen as an either or. I think we should be endorsed 

from taxes, to do conservation- and that this is kind of the icing on the top; working in 

partnership with corporates (Participant 6, DOC).  

 

I do think there’s a place for partnership absolutely. But, going back to our original 

question on resourcing from within the department, I think you know... that core 

conservation work, should absolutely be funded and not compromised by partnership… 

it should be an addition and not an instead of (Participant 7, DOC).  
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Referring to the comments above, it could be argued that Living Water did initially 

compromise some of the other work going on in the catchment areas by redirecting staff and 

resources. This appears to have been somewhat resolved, and one would hope it has been a 

clear lesson learnt for DOC around navigating the place of partnerships within their 

organisation. However, evidently, there are could be some real challenges moving forward in 

terms of resourcing and prioritising conservation programs and projects. This is clearly 

something that concerns a number of the participants in this research.  Evidently, DOC needs 

to have a very clear vision of what the priorities for conservation are, and what the key roles 

and responsibilities of DOC in this space are. As we continue to see this move and change, this 

will need to be an ongoing conversation for the department to ensure that ‘core’ DOC work 

isn’t disadvantaged or diluted in favour of other operations and corporate conservation 

partnerships.   

 

6.4.2 Opportunities of partnerships as experienced in the Living Water Program. 
 

6.4.2.1 Enabling and collaborating with others. 
 

As well as the evident issues described above, the participants in this research also saw many 

opportunities for the LW partnership. One aspect of this was related to the benefits of the 

funding within a partnership type arrangement. Participants asserted that being able to work 

somewhat outside of the normal processes and confines in which governmental departments 

exist gave rise to the ability to work with and support a wider body of additional partners.  

 

In the Ararira/LII catchment, the Living Water group work with quite a wide range of others 

active in the catchment, including Fish and Game, Selwyn District Council and Canterbury 

Waterway Rehabilitation Experiment (CAREX), which is run through the University of 

Canterbury. Having built connections and relationships with these groups, an approach to 

working in the catchment can be taken that is more cohesive and promotes greater knowledge 

sharing. Notably, Living Water has been able to support both of these groups to further continue 

their work, which is really important when gaining funding and grants for stream restoration 

and conservation can be difficult.  

It has been a great thing for us, we’ve been able to do our science, we’ve been able to 

get some funding which helps overcome the burden of trying to find operational costs 

on the ground [...] And then last year we negotiated a strategic partnership that allows 
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us to work in the Ararira/LII and also scale what we know works to across the country 

to the other LW sites. I think as of 2018 we are strategic partners of Living Water- and 

that means we get grants to support our core team, to continue to work and give input 

into the national project and national sites (Participant 11, CAREX).  

 

At the Selwyn District Council, the Living Water Program helped to support funding to re-

establish a biodiversity advisory role, with foresight that it would benefit not only Living Water 

programs but also the area more broadly. As the council started to see the value in the role, LW 

has been able to step away from its funding role. Participant 13 describes this relationship;  

Living Water said to the council if you would consider getting that role (biodiversity 

advisor) up and running again, then we’d be happy to fund it for a day per week. [...] 

So this role was re-instigated in October 2016, and I’ve been here for almost two years. 

Initially it was 3 days a week, and now it has gone up to 5 days. And it is fully council 

funded now, as of the first of July LW stopped putting money towards it (Participant 

13, SDC). 

 

Referring to this same relationship, participant 8 says;  

So that means we have a kind of conduit into the council to work with them on this 

waterway work, so I can see over the next few years, us being able to make more 

progress, just on the basis of having those really solid relationships and being able to 

you know, use those relationships to try and get the council to change the way they do 

certain things (Participant 8, Ararira/LII, DOC).  

 

Living Water is also able to support some of the stream rehabilitation work being done by Fish 

and Game and the Wildlife Habitat Trust in the catchment. As participant 12 describes, support 

has come in the form of funding, but also feedback, idea sharing and another ally in the area 

that has a common goal toward increased biodiversity and improved water ecology.  

It’s very hard to get funding for projects that don’t already have high existing 

biodiversity values, a lot of the funds that are set up, are to protect existing biodiversity, 

which makes sense- but it means that if you’re trying to restore something that has been 

really hammered, there’s not that much funding [...] and also just having them come 

through and give us feedback on what we’re doing. Having another group that is into 

the same stuff that you’re into. So like the drain management side of things… being 
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able to go to the council, and it’s not just one group saying we need to do this better- 

it’s building momentum, there’s another group saying the same thing (Participant 12, 

Fish and Game). 

 

I think it’s great that they [Living Water] have been able to do all this stuff. It’s really 

significant, being able to have that amount of money to be able to do these things. And 

supporting the work on the ground that other community groups want to do (Participant 

12, Fish and Game).  

 

In the Ararira/LII site, the way these different relationships and partnerships between Living 

Water and other groups in the area have evolved seems to be really organic. Existing 

relationships have been built upon, while considerable effort to get out and meet the community 

and make the most of opportunities, has led to considerable social capital within the Living 

Water wider community at Ararira/LII. It appears that if positive and meaningful relationships 

were able to be developed, the partnership in this site seemed incredibly inclusive and open to 

collaborating with relevant groups across the area. In many cases, so far this has looked like 

Living Water supporting other groups with financial resources and sharing in their expertise, 

but the relationships go both ways. It would appear that Living Water gains a great deal from 

these relationships too, which has enriched the participants’ experiences so far. This has 

enabled sharing of ideas, knowledge creation and research, as well as the collective voices for 

freshwater and biodiversity conservation being amplified through the catchment with the 

consolidation of these different groups together.  

 

In contrast to the organic evolution of community relationships and partnerships in Ararira/LII, 

in the Waituna catchment collaboration with other groups in the area has taken quite a different 

form. In 2018, The Living Water program entered into a multi-stakeholder partnership; 

Whakamana te Waituna (WTW). WTW is collective approach to restoring the lagoon and 

catchment, to safeguard the land, waters, communities and life-force of the special environment 

into the future (Environment Southland, 2018). Prior the formation of this partnership, there 

were many different groups working in the catchment, but not in a collective or cohesive way. 

The parties formally involved in the multi-stakeholder partnership are; Department of 

Conservation, Environment Southland, Southland District Council, Te Rūnanga o Awarua, Te 

Rūnanga o Ngāi Tahu, Fonterra and Living Water. Each partner in the collaboration contributes 
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in terms of resources, but importantly, the partnership is also the recipient of matched-funding 

under the government’s freshwater improvement fund. Funding form the Living Water program 

was used to contribute towards the application for the freshwater fund and was key in securing 

the matched funding of six million dollars (MFE, 2019).  

 

In comparison with Ararira/LII, the way Living Water in the Waituna catchment now engages 

with other groups is within a much more structured framework, where roles and responsibilities 

are clearly outlined. WTW is still in its early days so it would be premature to speak to the 

successes or challenges experienced within this kind of collaboration. However, participants 

were certainly positive about the prospects of LW’s wider relationship with the other 

community partners.  

Well it’s going to be great, we’re very much in the beginning stages- but once we start 

to work out how it’s going to work. I think it will be really good to have that coordination 

between agencies, because we’re all working in the catchment, so we might as well all 

work together- I think we’ll get better gains that way. It seems like a pretty common-

sense approach (Participant 14, DOC, Waituna).  

 

Clearly, the approach to collaboration and relationships with other community partners in the 

Waituna site has not evolved as organically as in the Ararira/LII site. This is not necessarily a 

negative or positive characteristic but when thinking about who is included and who is 

excluded in these types of collaborative arrangements, it is interesting to reflect on how these 

relationships come about, and how this might make it easier or more difficult for groups to be 

involved. Despite these questions, the ability of LW to support and enable other groups within 

the catchment sites they are active in would seem to be a real opportunity, especially where a 

collaborative, information sharing approach to these complex issues is increasingly valuable.  

 

Chapter 3 discussed how Fonterra’s engagement in environmental activities has evolved 

throughout time. Some of the key critiques of the earlier efforts, such as the Clean Streams 

Accord were that they were not diverse enough in terms of participation of other groups, 

notably those from the conservation/environmental community (Holland, 2014). Living Water 

then, seemed to signal a new phase for Fonterra, working with the very organisation that would 

typically be perceived to be entirely contrary to an industrial farming ethos. Furthermore, 

clearly within the context of LW, across different catchment sites there is an opportunity for 
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even wider collaboration, and the inclusion of other community and research groups who 

perhaps in the past haven’t been able to be present alongside organisations such as Fonterra in 

these spaces. At this stage, this may be interpreted as real progress for this ongoing trajectory 

of Fonterra’s engagement within environmental and conservation collaborative processes.  

 

6.5 Conclusion  
 

The shifts in roles and responsibilities inherent to neoliberal approaches to conservation are 

being experienced and thought about in different ways. With respect to the shifting roles and 

perceptions of DOC and the state in conservation, there were several common themes among 

the participants in this research. A critique of a traditional ‘protected areas’ approach to 

conservation was present, along with a critique of the fact that DOC have become the dominant 

ones who ‘do’ conservation in Aotearoa NZ. There is a clear indication from those within DOC 

that they wanted to widen the scope of conservation, repositioning themselves as the enablers, 

supporters, facilitators of others to engage within the conservation space. Such arrangements 

also appear to be operating outside of the typical realm of DOC’s advocacy role. This could be 

some cause for concern if DOC’s mandated role in advocacy was to suffer. However, 

participants felt that DOC could do both, and that approaching advocacy in a range of different 

ways could enhance the organisations ability to work with opposing or suspicious groups, 

including the farming community.  

 

As well as creating new avenues for the public sector, neoliberal approaches to conservation 

create space and shifts for private companies to come into sectors such as conservation. For 

many in this research, the shifts by the private sector were viewed with more suspicion and 

concern. Some participants provided a compelling argument that we need to start 

conceptualising business differently, arguing that they are not just money-making institutions, 

but communities of people with opportunities for engagement, education, resources and so on. 

This is compelling but can also easily be challenged when we consider that these arguments 

are encouraging us to accept the status quo. One point of concern and discussion for most 

participants, was the potential negative aspects of SLO and greenwashing.  

 

In the literature, accounts of public-private partnerships for social endeavours show that there 

are a range of successes and challenges experienced. The Living Water program is no exception 

to this.  Two of the main challenges experienced by those in the research with regard to the 
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LW partnership so far were the cultural and institutional differences between public and private 

sector organisations, and the risk and concern of resourcing being pulled from DOC’s core 

priorities into activities associated with the partnership. This is of concern because the core 

mandates and priorities of DOC remain as important as ever, and these must not be diluted. 

Cultural differences between institutions is a challenge that has been found to be common 

across the literature, and as such is perhaps inherent to these types of arrangements (Van 

Huijstee, Francken and Leroy, 2007). One of the key successes of the LW partnership for many 

has been the ability to enable and collaborate with a range of other groups with freedom 

throughout the different catchment sites. When we think about the LW program is embedded 

within a long track record of less inclusive and collaborative attempts by Fonterra to engage in 

the space, there appear to be some real shifts and progress here.  

 

Having analysed the shifts in the public and private sector through partnerships, and the 

associated risks, challenges and opportunities, the following chapter will look more narrowly 

at the case studies within the Living Water program, with a focus on how these shifts may 

contribute to the easing of tensions in the complex environmental space the LW program 

operates in.  
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Chapter 7 : Finding common value and bridging the          
conservation: farming dichotomy through the Living Water 

program. 
 

7.1 Introduction 
 

Public private partnerships represent some significant shifts when thinking about the roles of 

different actors within spaces like conservation and water management. As represented by the 

examination of the Living Water Program, these shifts present a range of opportunities, 

challenges and risks in what is a highly complex environmental space. This chapter seeks to 

explore these aspects of the Living Water Program in some more detail, comparing the 

experiences across the two case study sites. This chapter focuses specifically on the issues 

around the politicisation of the water and dairy farming space, and the related tensions, with a 

view to examining how partnerships may play a role in breaking through some of the conflicts 

existing in these spaces. This chapter is guided by research question three; How do public-

private partnerships for conservation such as the Living Water Program play out on the ground 

and might they be successful in relieving some of the long-time tensions within this complex 

environmental space? 

  
This chapter will first reflect on how the Aotearoa NZ water space, along with dairy farming 

and farmers, has become highly politicised. How the participants have perceived and 

experienced this politicisation will be considered, drawing on their comments and experiences. 

It will then compare the experiences and operations across the two case study sites. One of the 

clear differences in this comparison was the socio-political context in which each case study 

operates, and the impact this has had on how the partnership has played out thus far. One of 

the commonalities across these case studies has been the ability of two rather contrasting 

groups; the farming industry and conservation groups, to work constructively towards common 

goals and values. Oftentimes in this space, dairy farming and conservation are seen as 

dichotomous, a narrative that has only increased over time as the dairy industry’s social licence 

to operate has been diminished. Living Water however, is working in a space where these two 

things are potentially not dichotomous but can instead work collectively, side by side. As such, 

the latter section of this chapter will examine how perhaps partnerships in spaces like 
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conservation may be a mechanism by which differences and tensions can be worked through 

and relieved, something that is arguably very important for Aotearoa NZ’s water space.  

 

7.2 Politicisation Aotearoa NZ’s freshwater space 
 

The Aotearoa NZ water space, and by association dairy farming and farmers have become 

increasingly politicised over the past few decades. As was discussed across Chapters 2,3 and 6 

the social licence to operate of the dairy industry and farmers has been diminishing since Fish 

and Game’s ‘dirty dairying’ campaign was launched in the early 2000s (Holland, 2014). Since 

this time, we have seen the convergence of many environmental issues related to intensified 

dairy farming. Given the many values that a great deal of New Zealanders place on their 

environment and attain from clean and healthy waterways; ecosystem services, recreational 

values and usage, gathering of mahinga kai, cultural practices and spiritual connection to our 

freshwater ecosystems, it is no surprise that the issues around degrading waterways quickly 

became an emotive and contentious issue, and a focus of local and national politics (Joy et al., 

2018; Strack, 2018).  

 

Within this continued process of politicisation, we have seen the dairy industry and farmers 

bear the brunt of media coverage, focus by environmental groups, and blame from the public. 

This in some ways was justified, as clear links were increasingly being made between the rapid 

industrialisation of dairy, and the degrading ecology of our environment. The image that has 

been portrayed by the media, show farmers and dairy industry players (e.g. Fonterra) as non-

caring, profit-focused and single-handedly responsible for ruining Aotearoa NZ’s ‘clean, 

green’ image (Duncan, 2017). While certainly a lot of the responsibility does lie with the dairy 

industry, we too often hear the issue presented as ‘black and white’, two contrasting narratives 

of ‘pro-farming’ and ‘pro-environment/conservation’. Arguably, the ongoing politicisation of 

the dairy industry is not particularly conducive to progress and meaningful change, and only 

acts to push different groupings further apart, particularly when farmers are key to addressing 

the issue.  

 

7.2.1 Participants experiences of politicisation of the dairy industry.  
 

Many of the participants I spoke with, particularly farmers and individuals from Fonterra, 

raised their experiences and perceptions of the politicisation of their industry. It appeared that 
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this politicisation acted to only further drive division between certain groups and construct a 

kind of ‘us and them’ situation, arguably making working towards solutions more difficult.  

 

Participant 10 spoke about the role of the media in growing the issue in the public 

consciousness;  

Fish and Game and Martin Taylor is probably aiming for best practice amongst farmers, 

so when he’s targeting, he’s probably targeting the bottom section of farming. But the 

only way to keep it in the media, is to sensationalise what is actually happening... 

they’re just trying to sell newspapers and ads on tv aren’t they? (Participant 10, Farmer, 

Ararira/LII.  

 

Another farming participant felt similarly, “It sells newspapers. And that’s all it is. It’s a blame 

game, and sensationalism as far as journalism is concerned.” (Participant 16, Farmer, Waituna).  

 

Participant 17 talks about farmers in the Waituna catchment and how the politicisation of the 

issue in that area has affected them. Quite clearly, there is some ill feeling in the catchment 

regarding the picture (rightly or wrongly) that is painted around dairy farming;  

You’ll have heard it I’m sure, when you go round, that farmers feel a little bit aggrieved. 

Everyone thinks that we’re money, money- don’t care about the land. But we’re the 

ones that are out there, dependent upon it. I’m not from a farm- I chose to do this and 

it’s what I love, and you do get very attached to your farms and your animals and things. 

It’s more than just money (Participant 17, Farmer, Waituna).  

 

Evidently, the loss of SLO has had significant impact on farming communities. While farmers 

may argue that politicisation has gone too far and had some negative impacts on communities, 

there’s also an argument that it can prompt action, a call to arms of sorts.  

Farmers are really feeling it. Nobody likes to feel that they are being criticised by their 

community- and that’s where farmers are feeling it. Some of it is destructive because it 

makes people defensive, but some of it is constructive, because it prompts people to act 

(Participant 4, Fonterra). 

 

Through Aotearoa NZ, the issues around dairy farming and water are so politicised that as 

Participant 12 describes, farmers in the Canterbury region have wanted to avoid publication of 
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the crowd-funding projects they’ve been involved in around environmental issues because they 

fear it will only draw criticism from the general public.  

Not all landowners are that keen on it… even the landowner that we are using, [name] 

is a bit wary of publicity so we’ve had to just take everything off the website and just 

make it about me, and the trust and the local community. They feel like they’ll get 

accused of taking a handout or something… They don’t want to be seen as you know, 

taking money from people (Participant 12, Fish and Game). 

 

I think this example alone really speaks to the level at which the issue is publicised and present 

in the minds of New Zealanders, and the level to which blame is being attributed narrowly 

toward farmers and dairy farming communities. In reality, dairy farmers are simply a small cog 

in a large machine which sustains and acts to market and grow the dairy industry, but the 

ongoing politicisation of the issue since the early 2000s, and through the most recent national 

elections continues to drive a division between ‘us and them’, ‘rural and urban’ and 

‘environmentalist and farmer’. 

 
7.2.2 Blame and responsibility. 
 
Closely related to the section above, a common topic of conversation among some of the 

participants in this research was around how and where blame is attributed in the water/dairy 

space. The few farmers I spoke with felt that the blame on them had gone too far and were 

quick to talk about the roles of other players such as the government in pushing for and 

incentivising intensive dairy conversion. Indeed, there are other players to take into 

consideration when thinking about what has led to the significance of the problem we are now 

facing as a country. To name a few; the drive to grow an export, primary-industry focused 

economy, the business model of mass, low-cost export, the opening of NZ’s economy to 

globalisation and market competition, the perceived dependence on commercially produced 

chemical fertilisers, the arguably flawed resource management process that makes it difficult 

for regional councils etc to consider cumulative impact, and the devolution of responsibility 

and power of decision making away from indigenous groups. However, so often in the media 

and in the arguments and discourse around the issue, do we only hear a narrow segment of its’ 

complexity. And the blame and responsibility, rightly or wrongly, is placed on the farming 

community. As a farmer in Waituna asserted; 
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Everyone wants to point the finger at everyone else and say well it’s their fault. The 

fact of the matter is, there’s a heap of things that have caused it and I don’t think we’ll 

return it to what it was [Waituna Lagoon] […] It doesn’t do any good for people to 

stand on the sidelines and go, ‘it’s all their fault’. We’ve got to work together towards 

it (Participant 16, Farmer, Waituna).   

 

Building on this, the same farmer also talks about the idea that from their perspective simply 

blaming farmers and the industry is simplifying the problem.  

Central government has a responsibility. And something should be put into statute, that 

puts responsibility on central government to go down the path of responsibility. To 

correct the mistakes that have been made because of central government funding in the 

past, to encourage the landowners to go down certain paths. You talk about the 

subsidies we were paid, 40-50 years ago... The government of the day, and it doesn’t 

matter if it was National or Labour or whoever, the government of the day- was trying 

to get this country up and running after WW2, so to get it up and running, they 

encouraged people to do certain things, to develop it, so that we could produce food for 

the world and so on. They did it with the best interests at heart, with the knowledge that 

they had at the time... And what I was objecting to was that they were pointing the 

finger- saying ‘you fix it. You’ve created the problem now you fix it’. And I wanted us 

to take a step back, and go well who encouraged us to create the problem? (Participant 

16, Farmer, Waituna).  

 

A similar view is shared by Participant 17, another dairy farmer in the Waituna catchment;  

I still believe that dairy farming is being unfairly treated... it [the blame game] makes 

everyone protective. And you don’t get positive things happening from it, everyone is 

defensive- it doesn’t do any good (Participant 17, Farmer, Waituna). 

 

We came here 14 years ago, and we were amazed- there were a lot of conversions going 

on down here. Consent left, right and centre. And now, it swings round, and there are 

certain farms that I would prefer people not to be milking cows on. But they were given 

the consent. And it’s happening just this moment in Mackenzie Basin. Everyone is 

complaining and there’s a lot of negative talk to Fonterra, but they were given consent. 

It’s not Fonterra’s issue. The regulators need to take a look at themselves. They let 
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farmers do it, and Waituna catchment is quite classic; a lot of the land down near the 

lagoon is not suitable for what it is being used for (Participant 17, Farmer, Waituna).  

 

Referring again to development of dairy farming in the Mackenzie Basin, which is currently a 

major point of controversy in terms of dairy intensification in Aotearoa NZ, it is evident that 

farmers are worried and can foresee that issues created there, will only add to the blame and 

politicisation of all dairying. They are also clearly trying to shift the responsibility on to other 

stakeholders, such as the regulators.  

But some of the stuff is confusing, what’s happening in the Mackenzie Basin. You’ve 

actually created a problem, knowingly, there’s knowledge out there now, and yet it has 

still been allowed to happen. Guarantee that we’re going to get flogged for it in a few 

years’ time- that will be the one the cameras will go to and say look this is what these 

dairy farmers are doing. That’s disappointing. There are people there, who could have 

said no, who are advocating for the environment. And then in many ways, it’s the farmer 

that gets flogged for it. Or other farmers, that get lumped in. It is a big issue, the 

perception of people to dairy farming (Participant 17, Farmer, Waituna).  

 

Again this highlights the extent to which the issue has become centred around blame and 

politicisation of farmers and communities as not only embedded within the broader issues of 

intensive animal agriculture and environmental impacts, but also as individual families and 

communities. 

 

Participant 15 felt that the narrative around dairy farmers not caring for the environment has 

arguably been skewed; a more realistic narrative might be that there are a minority of farmers 

who don’t even remotely care about the issue, and these stories are extrapolated.  

Most farmers, are you know, they actually have no desire whatsoever, to trash the 

environment. They’re not going out there, going ‘ha-ha, we’re gonna pollute’ and 

things like that. It’s just, the nature of the business, and as things have moved forward, 

and intensification has happened around them, they’ve sort been caught in this thing 

where suddenly because there’s so many of us, we’re having this big impact. So it’s not 

like they’ve deliberately gone out there to do that (Participant 15, Fonterra, Waituna).  

 

Participant 4 again agrees, although suggesting that people are increasingly starting to 
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understand the issue in its complexity and hopefully, moving past the blame game. 

People are getting more familiar with the issues, and they’re starting to go a bit deeper 

than, ‘that farmer on that land is trying to ruin my river’- they’re realising that it is more 

complex than that- and that there’s a need to go a bit bigger than that blame (Participant 

4, Fonterra). 

 

The dominant discussion about the environmental externalities of dairy farming is evidently 

focused around blame and responsibility, which is most often attributed to farmers and 

corporates like Fonterra who support and drive the industry. This likely due to the huge 

politicisation around the issue, and the urgency in many New Zealander’s minds that the 

problems need to be dealt with rapidly. As some of the participants in this research have 

described, this blame simply results in the ‘blamed’ feeling aggrieved, and again, division 

between different groups and values in the space. Obviously, some level of responsibility needs 

to be attributed and taken by farming communities and the industry they are embedded in, but 

arguably the blame and politicisation has gone too far and moving beyond this will be important 

for progress into the future. How this has played out in the two case study sites, and how Living 

Water might be a mechanism by which to move beyond this issue, is discussed in the following 

sections of this chapter.   

 

7.3 Experiences of the Living Water partnership; comparing Waituna and 
Ararira/LII. 

 

While operating underneath LW, there are some contrasts to be found between the Waituna 

and Ararira/LII sites and how the participants have experienced the partnership so far. Of most 

relevance for this chapter, and one of the most significant, was the historical and socio-political 

context in which they operated. This is really interesting because it seemed that freshwater 

issues and dairy farming were differently politicised across the two areas, and that the 

relationships between different organisations and farmers were quite different, shaping 

different experiences of the program. This will be elaborated on in the following section.  

 

7.3.1 Local politics and historical perceptions/relationships.  
 

7.3.1.1 Waituna Catchment.  
 

What was scary when the Waituna thing first came to life, there were a lot of experts, 
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saying really quite dramatic things, which would have life changing effects for farming 

families. And that’s what creates a lot of tension (Participant 17, Farmer, Waituna). 

 

Something that was most stark about the Waituna catchment case-study was the socio-political 

context and local politics of the area around issues of water quality and dairy farm 

intensification. The issue is highly politicised in Waituna and has been for quite some time 

since the Lagoon started to indicate signs of ‘flipping’ in 2010/2011 (New Zealand Press 

Association, 2011; Stewart, 2011). Many of the participants I spoke with reflected on a time 

where farmers felt intimidated to park their farm trucks in the Invercargill supermarkets 

carparks for fear of being confronted and abused for ruining the local environment. Participant 

18 reflects on this period below.  

I think back to when some of that monitoring information came out, the stress that the 

farmers were under, and some of the reports of people going into town to the 

supermarket and getting told, ‘oh you’re one of those [dairy farmers]’- just horrible 

comments (Participant 18, ES, Waituna).  

 

Through this politicisation in the Waituna catchment, we’ve seen the debate be not only 

focused on the broader issues of intensive animal agriculture and environmental impact, but 

also to a level whereby farmers as individuals, families and communities have been politicised. 

The sentiments shared by some of the participants in the Waituna catchment site, mirror the 

findings of other research such as Duncan (2017), which is discussed at length in Chapter 3. 

The research found that increasingly, dairy farmers and communities have felt vilified and 

targeted at a personal level, which has gone beyond media stories and advocacy groups, into 

their everyday lives and social interactions with wider communities of everyday New 

Zealanders (Duncan, 2017). Participant 16’s comment; “I got involved in the Waituna thing 

right the very start, 2010, 2011” (Participant 16, farmer, Waituna), reflects well the significance 

that the issue held in the area at the time, and still today.  

 

Many participants described the 2010/2011 movement as a kind of ‘call to arms’, whereby the 

farming community consolidated against environmental organisations such as Environment 

Southland and DOC, causing considerable tension and division in the area. As such, when the 

Living Water program entered the scene in 2013, they were entering an already complex and 

contentious dynamic. While the sudden politicisation of the issue in Waituna prompted some 
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significant action, it also created a very complex and tense environment to try and work 

together within. Participant 17 describes the initial feelings when the Waituna lagoon issue 

came to a head;  

We came onto this farm, the year that the Waituna Lagoon hit the headlines, as it were. 

Which actually, if I’m honest, was a bit of a shock for us. We came from a farm near 

Invercargill, so we hadn’t come far, and we knew this area quite well. But this is right 

on the cusp of it, and when we moved to this farm, the whole Waituna Lagoon debate 

basically started […] I think what really scared is with the Waituna thing... there was a 

lot of stuff being banded around the limits, but none of it was scientific, there was no 

actual basis for what people were proposing to do. It was a knee jerk reaction. There 

was a bit of anti-dairying at the time (Participant 17, Farmer, Waituna).  

 

Additionally, because it prompted such mobilisation in a short time, there is the perception that 

issue has been dealt with, and now approximately 8-9 years later there is a sense of issue fatigue 

among many of the farmers involved. Given that the water space in Aotearoa NZ is a long 

game, this is really challenging. Participant 15 reflects;  

I guess Waituna is an interesting catchment. If you look back, 2011 the whole 

emergency response, front page of the paper, almost like a call to arms. The catchment 

really got together, and almost, fought ES [Environment Southland]- said it’s not as 

bad as it looks, and then did some stuff [...] I think people have got a wee bit like, ‘oh 

it’s done’, they’ve reached the point where the crisis is over, so it’s harder and harder 

to get good engagement... It is hard to keep to momentum (Participant 15, Fonterra, 

Waituna).  

 

Participant 16 also shares a similar view, which suggests that Living Water is working in quite 

a difficult situation in terms of motivation and engagement, given the fact that so many in the 

community are fatigued and feel like they have already taken steps and invested towards 

improved farming systems;  

The heats gone out of it to an extent, everyone is sick of it. And there’s been so much 

work done with Living Water, effluent disposal systems and what have you in the last 

8 or 9 years, that- you’re probably looking at another 40-50 years to see whether we’ve 

made another lot of mistakes, or whether we’ve got it right (Participant 16, Farmer, 

Waituna).  
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Evidently, the socio-political environment in Waituna has been quite tense, and this has 

provided challenges not just for Living Water but for many groups working the area.  

There have been politics at play between different organisations down there, which I 

don’t think helps. If you think back to before the partners group trust was formed, you 

really did have a lack of coordination between stakeholders. Living Water was doing 

stuff here, DairyNZ there, ES was here, with no join up on how do we actually achieve 

this overall goal. So you had farmers and some of the councillors- all they thought about 

was land drainage, lagoon opening (Participant 15, Fonterra, Waituna).  

 

The people involved in the Waituna catchment- they’ve got their own agendas about 

where they want to head. DOC especially. If you drive down to Waituna Lagoon, have 

a look on the side of the road- look at all the bloody gorse. DOC own it, but they can’t 

even bloody keep it in control. And yet they’re still putting their hand up saying we’ll 

take this land. We’ll reclaim this land back, we’ll take this back off the farmers’. But 

they can’t even control what they’ve got now!! So why should we be looking to give 

them more? (Participant 16, Farmer, Waituna).  

 

It appears that the perception of organisations like DOC by the wider farming community have 

not been particularly favourable, as a result of past interactions and tensions.  

If I was 100% fair, probably 90% of those that live in the catchment see DOC as the 

enemy, the wasters of public money [...] dreamers- by a lot of the farming community. 

I guess, in a large extent, I can ‘t get away from talking about Waituna, because that’s 

my experience. But because of my involvement in the consent process, that was a 

nightmare when our consent expired and we wanted to put a new one in place. It took 

us two and a half years to put a new consent in place. We had to deal with groups like 

Forest and Bird- if you think DOC are difficult to deal with, Forest and Bird are just... 

(Participant 16, Farmer, Waituna).  

 

Participant 15 shares the view that those farmers who have had experiences in the past with 

DOC, perceive them in a negative light because of the clear value disjuncture’s.  

I think those relationships with farmers aren’t as bad in the upper catchment, it’s 

probably just those guys that have been affected by the opening consent, who have had 
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the real issues [As discussed in chapter 4, the consent to open the Waituna lagoon to 

the sea for drainage is particularly contested between different stakeholders]. When you 

talk to the guys we’ve worked with in the upper catchment, you don’t often hear too 

much bad press about DOC, but certainly in that lower catchment you do (Participant 

15, Fonterra, Waituna).  

 

Clearly, the ongoing restructures in DOC have also had an impact on how the farming 

community in Waituna engages with the organisation. Participant 16 explains; 

So in about the last 8 years, they last about 6 months and then they disappear- the 

restructure of DOC, and what they’ve ended up, or will ultimately end up doing is.. we 

will end up administered by DOC in Christchurch. There’s virtually nobody left down 

here that’s got any say. When we end up sitting around the table to talk about the 

consent, we end up having organise our meetings around aircraft arrival and departure 

times from Invercargill, because they’re coming down from Chch for the meeting!! 

(Participant 16, Farmer, Waituna).  

 

Participant 16 also talks about how some past interactions with DOC over things like consents 

to open the Waituna Lagoon to the sea have become particularly contentious where a complete 

contrast of farming and conservation values is present. The participant describes a situation 

where a farmer’s land down by the lagoon was flooded because of high water levels and 

blockages in the feeding streams, therefore causing the farmer to continually lose profitable 

land to floods. DOC refused to consent to opening and unblocking the channel into the lagoon 

because of the impact it would have on the ecology of the reserve. As has already been 

discussed, this is a contentious issue in Waituna, and a classic example of contrasting farming 

and conservation mindsets. As participant 16 explained, stories like this spread through the 

community and act to construct a negative perception of DOC.  

And you know, those sorts of things, spread like wildfire, particularly at the pub in 

Woodlands or the Gorge Road country club when the guys get a few beers in, and it 

snowballs… It’s a perception that’s out there, that in a lot of cases is not well-founded, 

but it’s there (Participant 16, Farmer, Waituna).  

 

As we can see, the ‘crisis’ phase in Waituna, along with interactions with DOC and other 

environmental organisations creating certain perceptions among the farming community, all 
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culminated into an arguably difficult and complex context for the Living Water program to 

enter.  

 

7.3.1.2 Ararira/LII, Te Waihora/Lake Ellesmere, Canterbury.  
 
Interestingly, the local politics in the Ararira/LII case study were not present anywhere near to 

the extent they are in the Waituna Catchment. While the entire region of Canterbury has been 

intensively converted to dairy farms, the politicisation of the issue is more focused inland 

towards the dry plains at the foothills of the Southern Alps. As such, there is not the same level 

of politicisation, and the relationship between DOC and the farming community is not as 

established, nor is it as contentious.  

DOC doesn’t have the same sort of relationship with the farming community has here, 

that say ECan does. There’ll be plenty of farmers who would hate ECan, and they may 

have, I mean ECan has a big stick and makes people follow regulation- and often people 

don’t think too fondly of organisations that have that role so it’s not surprising. Whereas 

here in Canterbury, DOC has more of influence in say the high country, where there’s 

a lot more PCL. On the plains, the connection with DOC is pretty miniscule really […] 

There was no baggage. I mean that’s not to say a lot of farmers won’t necessarily have 

negative views about DOC, I’m sure they do. I mean people right throughout the 

country won’t particularly like dealing they’ve had with DOC, or what we stand for, 

but you know, I certainly never experienced any of that here. It was largely having to 

establish relationships from scratch really (Participant 8, DOC, Ararira/LII).  

 

The broader context in which the Ararira/LII catchment is situated is highly complex with the 

co-governance of Te Waihora (Lake Ellesmere), however DOC has only recently (August 

2018) formally joined this co-governance arrangement. While DOC has been active around Te 

Waihora for some time, actively managing a significant portion of the lake margin, there 

doesn’t seem to be the same level of past engagement (positive or negative) as in Waituna. 

Comparing to the experience in the Waituna catchment, Participant 7 reflects; 

You’ve got Lake Ellesmere/Te Waihora which is similarly complicated in terms of the 

number of organisations and community groups and the regional council and iwi… all 

sort of groups in that landscape [...] So, DOC hasn’t been in that picture as much [...] 

LW had just started, and again at that point we probably didn’t have that focus in terms 

of working with partners, and we didn’t have the Fonterra SDA support to network with 
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those farmers so much either. So different sort of time and landscape for LW to come 

into.. (Participant 7, DOC).  

 

Ararira/LII is a much smaller catchment than Waituna, which also means that building close 

relationships with farmers is much easier and more realistic. This has both been a challenge 

and a success, where building connections and relationships in the community is slow, it is also 

a good way to educate and change behaviours around the key project in the catchment; 

changing the way farmers and other groups perceive and use the drainage (waterway) system.  

Whereas in Ararira we’re really trying to work with the farmers 1-1 to try and get them 

to understand their place in the drainage network there and do their bit in managing 

those drains more sustainably. So, it’s a different approach I guess.  

Ararira is much smaller, and it’s much easier to navigate around in terms of a 

community, just because of its’ size (Participant 7, DOC).  

 

Where the socio-political context evidently made the Waituna catchment a complex and 

interesting area to be entering into, the challenges for LW and DOC were the opposite in 

Ararira/LII; where little to no past relationship with DOC meant little division but also the need 

to build relationships completely from scratch. As was discussed in Chapter 5, one of the 

difficulties around this is that quantifying the time spent connecting with the community and 

building relationships with farmers and partners is difficult and doesn’t fit nicely into a work 

plan with set actions and outcomes. In reality, building relationships with community partners 

takes considerable time and effort and the Living Water staff at Ararira have clearly put 

considerable effort over the last five years, to a place where there are now some very strong 

farmer relationships in the catchment. Interestingly, both sites seem to now be in a place where 

relationships are strong and constructive, despite significant differences early in LW. 

 

7.4 Conservation and farming dichotomy… bridging the gap? 
 

As we have established, often in Aotearoa NZ, dairy farming and conservation are seen as 

being dichotomous because the values, motivations and ethics that underpin them are 

frequently seen as being conflicting. Given that farming (of many forms) has been a mainstay 

of Aotearoa NZ’s economy for a long time, there is a long history of attempting to balance the 

economic values of the industry, with conservation and environmental values. As has been 

established, the freshwater environment is particularly unique and significant and as such, the 
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tensions between the two groupings seem to be exaggerated, further enforcing this arguably 

false dichotomy.   

 

As has already been established in this research, in discussions and media coverage around the 

issues of dairy intensification and environmental/conservation impacts, we hear one dominant 

narrative. This narrative is generally constructed in a particular way, which pits 

‘conservationists’ against farmers and the corporations and industries which support them. 

Within this narrative are two dominant, competing discourses. To generalise, in the freshwater 

and conservation space, farmers perceive DOC and environmental groups as ‘greenies’, and 

conservation and advocacy groups have vilified dairy farming, Fonterra and other groups in 

the industry, including past governments who encouraged intensification with their business 

growth agenda.  

 

Given the dairy industries prominence and impact within the freshwater space, the way this 

farming- conservation dichotomy is constructed and plays out is arguably not particularly 

conducive to progress. In this research, this dichotomy was ever-present, and many of the 

participants had their own experiences of how the dominant narrative around these issues had 

shaped the way they perceived, engaged and worked within the Living Water Program. For 

many, this meant to entering into the partnership was initially challenging, but then actually 

presented an opportunity to work together, educate each other and find common value, in a 

way that hadn’t necessarily been available to them in the freshwater conservation space before. 

As some participants discuss, they saw these opportunities going further, towards influencing 

Fonterra’s institutional culture, and closing the gap in terms of how the two organisations 

valued freshwater conservation and biodiversity. Along the same lines, at the case study level, 

engaging in the partnership and the relationships it created, were opportunities to work through 

the challenging the socio-political contexts and themes of politicisation and blame that were 

present across both catchment sites.   

 

7.4.1 Institutional perceptions… finding common value and education through the Living 
Water Program. 

 

Concerns around perceptions, and how each partner institution perceived the other, was one of 

the overwhelming themes that came through when talking with participants about the 

challenges they had experienced in the partnership.  It was quite clear that there were some 
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institutionalised perceptions between the two organisations, which strongly dictated how 

people felt about going into the partnership. Many DOC staff questioned the decision to work 

with Fonterra, and vice versa. Initially, it appears that this was quite a challenge for the 

partnership, to work through and break down the dominant perceptions of each other to try and 

work productively together.  

You take a group of highly committed and enduring conservationists, for many of them 

it has been a bit of a gulp doing this. I think there’s an organisational challenge around 

buying into that type of partnerships, and certainly on the Fonterra side I understand 

that there may be some people in that very large organisation who may question the 

judgement of partnering with a very strongly conservation driven organisation 

(Participant 1, DOC).  

  

The first challenge we have, about perceptions of the partnership, is with our own 

people in each organisation. There was some hesitation from us, in terms of the concern 

that some of our farmers might ask ‘why are you partnering with DOC, I don’t need a 

DOC ranger coming on to my farm and telling me what to do’.. It was probably a much 

stronger hesitation on DOC’s side I’m sure, but that was the slight hesitation 

(Participant 4, Fonterra).  

 

The dominant perceptions that the organisations had of each other were a product of historical 

interactions; often meeting in environment court or through the resource management process, 

and how the two organisations are often portrayed in the media.  

 Yeah, I have to admit that I was pretty dubious about the value of, and the risks for 

DOC in getting into the partnership, because prior to that, you know we’d been arguing 

with Fonterra at various regional council planning meetings about water quality limits 

and things (Participant 6, DOC).  

 

Along these lines, some of the participants I worked with spoke of how going into the 

partnership was for many, a bitter pill to swallow, and in the early days of the partnership, 

navigating those institutional differences and perceptions was difficult. Participant 15 spoke of 

the general feeling in the Waituna catchment when the partnership was announced; 

I guess initially, it was kind of like, ‘ohh this is going to be interesting’, and certainly 

from a farmers perspective there was a lot of ‘what the hell are we doing, why are we 
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partnering with DOC’. Even from Fonterra, and Fonterra farmers’ point of view, there 

was a bit of, ‘what the hell are you doing, why are you spending this money?’ 

(Participant 15, Fonterra, Waituna).  

  

The same participant also understood that there might be similar feelings on the other side, 

from DOC and that this was quite evident initially in the Waituna catchment;  

It’s probably harder on them (DOC) because it almost seems like they are, dare I say it, 

teaming up with the ‘enemy’ sort of thing, and that certainly was the initial feeling, 

probably still exists, from some of those long-standing DOC people of like, “what are 

we doing? We’re teaming up with Fonterra, they basically rape and pillage the land sort 

of thing” (Participant 15, Fonterra, Waituna).  

 

The experience was similar in the Ararira/LII catchment, as Participant 9 shares; 

I think farmers initially- not just in the catchment but wider, were thinking; two 

extremes, how the hell is this going to work, why are we wasting money with this 

organisation [DOC] which is just slamming us all the time? (Participant 9, Fonterra, 

Ararira/LII).  

  

Participant 4 speaks of how despite initial hesitations from both sides, the people who are 

active in the partnership have come overtime to see that partnering with Fonterra might be a 

positive mechanism for change. Despite this, the partnership isn’t owned more further afield 

within the organisations.  

The DOC and Fonterra people who are actually involved in the program learn to love 

it. They can see that the programme is genuine, it’s making change, it’s great. Beyond 

that, we hear that general DOC staff still have scepticism about why DOC is partnering 

with the dairy industry. They don’t know that program, so they have that scepticism 

about the intent of Fonterra. And similarly, with general Fonterra staff, many of them 

don’t really know what it’s all about (Participant 4, Fonterra).  

 

This idea is backed up by Participant 5, who shares very similar sentiments regarding the 

ownership of the program within the organisations.  

While at the top Al Morison and later Lou Sanson, were very keen about it as a business 

partnership […] there was a lot of concern from staff within the department; freshwater 
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scientists and also operational staff who basically regarded Fonterra as the destroyer of 

the environment- “So what are we doing working with these guys?” There’s always 

been an element of that in the business partnership, inside the department, as well as 

outside, people have said well what are you doing getting into bed with the devil? 

(Participant 5, ex-DOC).  

 

I think I’ve alluded to the fact that the program wasn’t always completely owned by all 

sections of DOC and Fonterra... And certainly, we heard the same within Fonterra. 

People involved in the SDA team, most of them were quite enthusiastic, but other bits 

of Fonterra, dealing with farmer to farmer contracts and things like that- didn’t have 

the same level of commitment (Participant 5, ex-DOC).  

 

This could be a risk in terms of causing division within the organisations. Participant 5 spoke 

at length about how as the person in charge of developing and implementing the partnership, 

it was highly stressful convincing DOC staff the partnership was worthy of their time and 

efforts, and that there was a great deal of discontent in the early stages;   

In my mind it was always going to be a big ask, it was a big call for the department... 

It was more trying to convince people that the way we operated the partnership should 

be to maximise the conservation benefits coming from the partnership. [...] that it was 

better to work with Fonterra and try and influence it, than to not work with Fonterra 

(Participant 5, ex-DOC).  

 

This was a common concern and challenge for Fonterra too;  

They have farmers actually saying what the hell are you getting into bed with DOC for? 

DOC are those greenies bastards working for the government, telling us we can’t do 

this or we can’t do that. They had a problem trying to get the farmer shareholders to 

fully back their program at a wider political level. That was always a risk for them, 

getting told what to do by a government agency that seemed to spend half its time telling 

its’ famers what to do, and that they might somehow get more punitive on their 

shareholders if DOC got too much influence (Participant 5, ex-DOC).  

 

It is quite clear that the institutional perceptions of both DOC and Fonterra were quite a major 

challenge in the early stages of the partnership, and perhaps still now in terms of how the wider 
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communities of both institutions perceive and own conservation partnerships. However, while 

these perceptions provided a challenge initially, it also appears that having to work through 

this challenge has provided some real opportunities for education, a sense of common value 

and perhaps, institutional culture change.  

 

Several participants reflected on how their initial trepidations and hesitations turned into an 

opportunity to find common value and mutual learnings. Participant 15 discussed how at the 

Waituna catchment, the initial perceptions of working with DOC evolved through time; 

I mean to be honest, the first year was pretty rocky in terms of well who are these guys 

and what do we do? But then, as it has evolved, you actually get to see the synergies 

between the two organisations. And it seems weird, on the face of things, DOC and 

Fonterra? They’re miles apart!! And in some respects, we are, but in a lot of respects 

we have some common stuff […]  and as you start to work to together you start to see 

well there’s actually quite a few things that if we do it together we can actually do a 

hell of a lot better and get better outcomes (Participant 15, Fonterra, Waituna).  

 

For the SDA at Ararira/LII it was a similar experience;  

I suppose it was the initial, what is this going to look like? You know, can we take the 

two extremes and work in the middle? That was probably the initial thinking…. I saw 

it as a really good opportunity to educate from both sides […] We were very strong on 

the farming side, and DOC having a lot of expertise in the freshwater quality side, being 

able to educate ourselves, so when we’re talking on farm- and wider than just the Living 

Water catchment, I’ve got some skills that I can talk about some of these tools or 

techniques that farmers could be doing… I could use that wider. I also thought it would 

be from the other side, it would be really good DOC to kind of understand farming a 

bit more (Participant 9, Ararira/LII, Fonterra).  

 

Reflecting on the first five years of the partnership, participant 4 shares similar views to those 

of participants 15 and 9, but from a more strategical level, somewhat removed from the day to 

day occurrences at the catchment sites.   

Now that we’ve been in the partnership for five years, we see that the real benefit of a 

partnership, is the learning of a totally different mindset. So we’ve got the program with 

five catchments and that’s what we’re doing, but as a partnership, it’s the people in 
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DOC- who are attracted to DOC because of their love of nature and their conservation 

stream, and the people in Fonterra - who are attracted to working for a New Zealand 

dairy industry on a global stage, and farming and business. So we’ve come from two 

very different mindsets. But what happens in the partnership, is that you find common 

values [...] There are different uses, because DOC people want to use it for birds and 

wildlife, and recreation and enjoyment, and farmers want to use it for productive land. 

But it’s a lifestyle choice for farmers too. They like living on the land, going out and 

seeing their cows, they know the land- you start to find that there’s these synergies and 

these values, that cross over, although you’ve come from a different perspective. So I 

think, the intangible benefit, is the crossing over of perspectives, from each organisation 

(Participant 4, Fonterra) .  

 

Participant 7 talks about initial hesitations, but how these quickly changed after spending some 

time in the partnership and coming to better understand the values and motivations of Fonterra.  

I remember being really annoyed that DOC was working with the devil! But I have to 

say, I have to eat those words now, completely. And it has taken a long time… well not 

a long time.. but I guess I was always pretty sceptical when I first started getting 

involved in Living Water [...] But actually [...]  from what I could see in Fonterra, 

through the SDA’s I was working with- was that they genuinely wanted to see an 

improvement in the environment, so that was one thing. And subsequently in that time, 

I’ve also seen the opportunity that it holds for both DOC and Fonterra. Fonterra I think, 

as an organisation is starting to realise the writing is on the wall, within the 

environmental space, and they’ve really got to address their impacts on freshwater... If 

they’re going to do that, then if DOC can influence it… then isn’t that a massive win 

for DOC? (Participant 7, DOC).  

Clearly, a number of the participants had initial trepidations and concerns upon entry into the 

partnership, based upon their perceptions of the partner organisation. However, over time and 

working together, these perceptions appear to have changed somewhat. Where before there 

were perceived stark ethical and moral differences, some common values been found which 

has made it arguably easier to work together on the ground and at a strategical level than 

anticipated.  

 

Where in the past, perceptions may have been formed on the basis of resource management 
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decisions and appeals, understanding where the other organisation is coming from and their 

reasons for these actions sometimes makes them seem all the more reasonable. Participant 15 

describes this,  

You do find that by talking about some of that stuff [...] a lot of it is misconception- we 

might have gone, prior, as Fonterra’s perspective, “we’re going to appeal this, this and 

this”. But actually, when you start thinking about it, and working together with someone 

[DOC], you go, “oh yeah that actually is not that silly” and not appeal. And that’s the 

same from the other side... I don’t think that’s stopping their rights to do it, it’s just 

more understanding of both sides (Participant 15, Fonterra, Waituna).  

 

This is not to say that the partnership is entirely seamless and that there are no differences or 

disagreements to navigate, but the ability to breakdown some of the partly false perceptions of 

each other and be educated from both sides seems an opportunity possibly inherent to 

partnerships for conservation, in this age of collaborating and working constructively together. 

Along these lines, Participant 1 describes how nutting out one another differences and learning 

to work together, is just a natural part of change;  

I mean I don’t gravitate toward discomfort myself, but I find myself in it. I think it is 

inherent, or it comes as part of step change, or change in direction, and so to achieve 

anything worthwhile, there’s almost certainly going to be tension and bumps and 

concerns (Participant 1, DOC).  
 

Flowing on from these themes of education and finding common value between two arguably 

unlikely organisations, a number of participants spoke about their hopes of influencing an 

institutional culture change. This seems an important opportunity to harness, especially if we 

think about Fonterra and the huge changes that need to be made. Learning from each other and 

finding that DOC and Fonterra might actually have some commonalities and the ability to work 

towards a common goal together is all very well, but arguably one of the places where the real 

value of a partnership like Living Water is, is in DOC’s ability to influence and educate culture 

change within Fonterra, and perhaps more broadly the dairy industry; and their 

sustainability/environmental spaces.   

That’s the caveat I guess, how much is the message getting through to the farming 

community, how much do they believe that there is an issue. A lot of them probably 

don’t believe climate change is happening. Also talking about quite a polarising 
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community, or maybe a community who just hang out with each other and share the 

same views… how do we get the message through? (Participant 13, SDC).  

 

Participant 5 talks about how the idea that DOC could influence positive change within 

Fonterra’s business model was an important goal to hang on to in the early days of the 

partnership when things felt very uncomfortable.  

We had to have some clear ideas in our minds, about how we were helping change 

farming behaviour and organisation behaviour in Fonterra, as much as we were also 

achieving things on the ground that could go to a wider audience [...] So Fonterra 

wanted to change their business model, their way of working and producing their 

products, so they can have a better ‘farm to plate’ story, but also because they knew 

they had to keep one step ahead of the government regulations and so on. They had to 

up their game, and their shareholders needed to up their game- and DOC would be a 

useful partner for helping to achieve that (Participant 5, ex-DOC).  

 

In the dialogue below, Participant 6 shares a similar idea regarding the partnership presenting 

a really good opportunity to influence Fonterra’s institutional culture, but was more sceptical 

about whether or not this was a realistic goal for DOC, and how open Fonterra actually is to 

transformational change and thinking more broadly than just Living Water.  

The whole philosophy was to try influencing dairying in New Zealand in a different 

way […] at the end of the day we are trying to create behaviour change. At a corporate 

level, as well as at an individual farmer level… ecological outcomes at a site level, and 

cultural change at a corporate level […] I didn’t trust that they actually were wanting 

to change. And really, I don’t think we’ve seen much evidence of their willingness to 

change, except maybe in the last wee while […] Philosophically, still sits 

uncomfortable, but you know, I guess when I’m wearing an optimistic hat, I can point 

to some changes that have occurred in Fonterra. I don’t think they would have dreamed 

up the 50 catchments idea if they hadn’t been hooked into this partnership, but who’s 

to say? (Participant 6, DOC).  

 

It is quite evident from this section that what might appear to be a real benefit of public-private 

partnerships, is the ability to bring unlikely partners into an environment by which their 

perceptions of each other can be broken down, and common value can be found. Institutional 
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perceptions in this case were challenged, through the opportunity to gain mutual education. 

Envisaging an extension of these outcomes, some participants discussed the possibility that 

this could merge into DOC influencing culture change within Fonterra. Arguably, this would 

be a real strength, when we think about LW in the intersecting space of dairy, freshwater and 

conservation, and the need for Fonterra to continue to take responsibility and transform in the 

space. 

 

7.4.2 Bridging the gap? Challenging the farming: conservation dichotomy through the 
Living Water program.  
 
If I could pick another organisation that I have extreme difficulty with and don’t believe 

they’re involved in the sort of things they should be involved in; is Fish and Game. The 

fishery that is there- they’re not the slightest bit interested in the fishery now. They’re 

on the path of freshwater and got very closely related- almost to Forest and Bird 

(Participant 16, Farmer, Waituna).  

 

The above statement from one of the participants in this research quite well sums up the way 

that so often farming and conservation ideals are pitted against each other. From many of the 

comments made in the earlier sections in this chapter, we can see that this dichotomy and 

tension between farming and conservation exists in the two Living Water catchments used as 

case studies for this research. Something really encouraging, and what arguably might be a key 

strength of a partnerships approach to issues that are inherently contentious and divisive, is that 

through the LW program, this dichotomy is challenged and the divergent narratives between 

conservation and farming appear to be brought closer together. Participant 3 summarises this 

idea below; 

There are multiple benefits of the partnership. So one of those is that it is a very unique 

partnership, it’s weird… like why would DOC be with Fonterra? Dirtying dairying, you 

know!! People see it and they think, is it just greenwashing?! I see it as quite symbolic, 

to New Zealanders, to try and change the narrative, the conversation, around it’s ‘us 

against them’, about this being about New Zealand, and about working together. So in 

that way, I think it is symbolic, to help change the conversation for New Zealand 

(Participant 3, Fonterra).  
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A great deal has already been discussed in the section above regarding the perceptions and 

initial trepidations from both sides in the initial phases of the partnership, and how common 

values were able to be found to create productive relationships, particularly in the more 

strategical/organisational level of the partnership. At the case study sites however, the 

experiences of the participants shed more light on how relationships such as this partnership 

might be beneficial for not only the environment in a physical sense, but the social side of the 

water-conservation-dairying space as well. Arguably, alongside measurable, physical 

outcomes, this is important in order to coordinate sustained and positive relationships towards 

a more sustainable system.  Participant 4 reflects on this below; 

I think in the New Zealand water space, we need a lot more learnings on the social and 

behavioural change elements of looking after nature. So, community partnerships and 

relationships are really key. There is no one organisation that can do it alone. We won’t 

solve New Zealand’s water quality problem even if every farm in New Zealand got to 

best practice. That would help minimise harm, but it’s not taking a systems approach. 

It has taken us 150 years to get to this state... so to take us to where we want to be with 

freshwater in NZ, we’re going to need a systems approach with everybody who uses 

and lives on the land working together. The Living Water partnership has brought us 

lots of learnings in that way (Participant 4, Fonterra).  

 

Given the disjuncture between the farming community and environmental groups, several 

participants reflected on how LW has helped to bridge the gaps between the two. This was 

particularly evident at the Waituna case study site which is not surprising given that the 

divisions are arguably more present here than in Ararira/LII. Participant 14 reflects;  

Working with our SDA, I think, or just Fonterra in general, it gives us a little bit more, 

in terms of working with farmers, it gives you more […] integrity? You have the 

introductions from the SDA, they see you working with Fonterra, they know that you’re 

not just bowling on in […] DOC sometimes might come across a bit authoritarian you 

know. But if you’re working with Fonterra as well… it does help break down barriers 

a lot (Participant 14, DOC, Waituna).   

 

Similarly, Participant 15 reflects on how LW, and then the ability to join the wider Waituna 

partnership, is going some lengths to heal relationships and tension in the space.   

That’s the beauty I guess of having this Whakamana te Waituna trust- it has brought all 
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those parties together [...] that actually have meant that those relationships have been 

able to heal a little bit. Because you know, those relationships between DOC and ES 

[Environment Southland] were really poor going back a couple of years- whereas now 

I would say it has almost gone full circle- there’s a lot of trust between those 

organisations at the right level. So that’s been really good. And that’s I guess, Living 

Water as well (Participant 15, Fonterra SDA, Waituna).  

 

Explaining the dynamics between Waituna farmers in the lower catchment near the Lagoon, 

and DOC, Participant 15 reflects on how DOC being aligned with Fonterra has been very 

important. The relationships between the Fonterra SDA and the LW DOC ranger, appear to go 

some way to change the ‘image’ of the DOC ranger, perhaps making them more palatable to 

work with landowners who would typically be suspicious.  

In the lower catchment, with some of those guys where there has been a lot of 

controversy because of the opening consent, they really would have struck it hard. And 

even now, that relationship is still probably not the best, but I guess they [DOC] can 

sort of come in on the coat-tails of Fonterra a little bit (Participant 15, Fonterra SDA, 

Waituna). 

 

Likewise, from the Ararira/LII catchment, Participant 9 from Fonterra has similar feelings 

about the role of the SDA;  

Like even here in our catchment, it is.. farmers will still question DOC coming on to 

their farm, and until we built that relationship with DOC here -which DOC has got 

some amazing relationships with them now- it took our role to get that foot in the door. 

And even now, you’ve still got farmers that are nervous about DOC being on their 

farm.” [...] But they’re thinking of that policy, or that side of DOC that is very vocal, 

and in the media, not their local ranger. So I think it definitely would not have worked 

without that crucial [SDA] role. And I think initially, our role wasn’t even really part 

of it- it was DOC and Fonterra doing stuff, and our role was actually bought into it to 

help transition that in the original plan (Participant 9, Fonterra, Ararira/LII).  

 
Clearly, for farmers that feel nervous and dislike at working with DOC, the fact that Fonterra 

staff with whom they already have a relationship were working with DOC rangers and could 

help introduce and mediate those new DOC-farmer relationships, was a really important aspect 

of the program being able to try and bridge this gap.  
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When asked if they would identify as conservationists and how the Living Water program 

might have played a role in that, the farmers I spoke with had some interesting and potentially 

encouraging responses.  

Until probably 15 years ago- I never for one second thought I could be seen as being a 

conservationist. But I’ve come to the realisation, that a lot of the things we do, we do 

them because we know that that’s the right thing to do as far as the environment is 

concerned (Participant 16, Farmer, Waituna).  

 

Regarding the efforts in the Waituna catchment to try and relieve tensions and bridge the gap 

between different values, participant 16’s response alludes to the idea of merging narratives of 

conservation and farming; 

 I think there’s gotta be some middle ground here. They’re [conservationists] going to 

have to give a bit, farmers are going to have to give a bit. There’s gotta be some middle 

ground. We’ve got to learn to live together right? (Participant 16, Farmer, Waituna).  

 

Participant 17 disagreed with the term, ‘environmentalist or conservationist’, instead seeing 

care for the environment as simply being embedded in their identity as a farmer;  

No that’s not two words I would use, no. I wouldn’t say that. I still think that comes 

under the umbrella of ‘farmer’. It’s just part of being a farmer- it’s quite simple [...] We 

want our soil and environment to be improving for future, not degrading. My son wants 

to farm, my grandchildren- you want them to be able to do it (Participant 17, Farmer, 

Waituna).  

 

The Living Water program however, had enabled them to turn the above view into things that 

were actionable on the ground, with support and education that perhaps wouldn’t have been 

accessible otherwise. For example when asked about what the key barriers for farmers to take 

environmental actions on their farm were;  

Often it can be lack of resources. There’s no question that if we’ve had a couple of tight 

years, that it’s discretionary spend. But things like this partnership make that easier 

(Participant 17, Farmer, 2017).  

 

It appears that one of the real strengths of LW, and again a strength that could be inherent to 
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partnerships in contentious areas such as conservation, is the opportunity to move past the 

blaming and the finger pointing. To heal some of the tensions and show that actually, the 

dichotomy between conservation and farming is exaggerated, and the narratives needn’t be so 

far apart after all. Given the very complex and arguably fraught socio-political context of 

Aotearoa NZ’s water space, as arguably exemplified by particularly the Waituna case, the 

progress of a small community of people in LW, seems really encouraging.  

 

Arguably, progress in this space, can really only be made together. Participant 7 reflects on 

exactly this below;  

I would have to say, through working with LW, it’s been a massive personal shift for 

me I guess. And I do absolutely believe in the approach of working with the people who 

can solve the problem, which are the farmers, who we’ve ostracised through pretty poor 

communication over a long time. You know, that whole dirty dairying campaign… 

they’re right!! But, human nature means that if we’re told that we’re doing something 

wrong, we’re going not just keep doing it, but we’re going to do it with a vengeance. 
We ostracised the very people who can fix the problem. Unless we work with them, how 

are we going to solve it? (Participant 7, DOC).  

 

At ground-level, across the two case study sites, the experiences of participants in the Living 

Water program thus far has clearly been fairly constructive. It is clear from the farmer and 

Fonterra participants that suspicion among the communities around working with 

environmental groups is high, even in the Ararira/LII which does not have the same local 

politics. Seeing Fonterra SDAs and DOC rangers working together, appears to go a significant 

way to break down some of that suspicion and again challenge the farming, freshwater 

conservation dichotomy. Again, this would appear to be a real strength of LW and perhaps the 

approach of public-private partnerships for progress in complex environmental spaces.  

 

7.5 Conclusion  
 

This chapter has focused more narrowly on the tensions and contestation found in the spaces 

between the dairy industry, freshwater and conservation. Many participants have their own 

experiences and perceptions of this politicisation, and it was clear that many felt the 

politicisation had gone too far, beyond politicisation of the industry, to a point where individual 

farmers and communities feel targeted. In comparing LW across the two case study sites, the 
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starkest difference was the historical relationships and existing local socio-political 

environment. In Waituna, there was a long history of tensions between stakeholders and 

contestation of the space, but also some existing relationships and social capital. Whereas at 

the Ararira/LII site, there was little existing relationship or social capital, and relationships 

were build from scratch. Interestingly, there was still some suspicion and perceptions between 

stakeholders, perhaps representative of the broader perceptions at play between the farming 

industry and conservation. 

 

The chapter then discussed the dichotomy between farming and conservation, and LW appears 

to have been a mechanism by which the partners have been able to move through some of their 

differences, find common value and mutual education and have constructive relationships. At 

a narrower, case study level a similar pattern was found, with Fonterra staff being able to act 

as a kind of bridge between farmers and DOC staff. Overwhelmingly, participants felt that this 

broke down barriers and advanced building of social capital, much more rapidly than if the 

partnership didn’t exist. As a result, the working relationships in these two sites seem positive, 

moving past the blaming and finger pointing, and working together to try and bridge the 

different narratives which construct the conservation/freshwater-farming dichotomy. In this 

complex and contested context in which LW operates, this seems a positive and promising 

outcome for how partnerships may engage in this space.  
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Chapter 8 : Conclusion 
 
 
Naku te rourou, nau te rourou, ka ora ai te iwi.  

(With your basket and my basket, the people will live)    

-Māori Whakataukī (proverb). 

 

8.1 Summary of this research 
 

This research is situated at the intersection of three highly complex and important spaces for 

the sustainability of Aotearoa New Zealand. The spaces of freshwater, conservation and dairy 

farming have become increasingly overlapping, contested and politicised over the last two 

decades, as the dairy industry has expanded and intensified beyond limits. This has resulted in 

a raft of environmental impacts, most notably freshwater ecosystem degradation. The challenge 

in balancing exploitative industries and economic growth with environmental concern, 

sustainability and conservation has long been contentious. However, arguably these tensions 

are heightened, and more emotive than ever in the freshwater space, which is of great 

importance and urgency to most New Zealanders. 

 

Parallel to the intensification of dairy, degradation of freshwater, and politicisation of the space, 

we have also seen some significant shifts in conservation approaches. Akin to global 

conservation trends, DOC is pursuing approaches aligned with neoliberal conservation, in the 

form of public-private partnerships. These signal some significant shifts and blurring of the 

roles and responsibilities for DOC and the private sector in conservation. There’s an 

opportunity for DOC to start to position itself more as an enabler, facilitator and supporter of 

others to do conservation. This, however is also met with a host of concerns and risks around 

what this might mean for conservation, and who has influence in the space.  

 

As we have seen, the central subject of this research, the Living Water Program, encapsulates 

and operates at the intersection of these complex issues. Examining LW has allowed us to 

consider the potential, limitations and risks of pursuing this approach for conservation in 

complex spaces, and has given insight into the diverse experiences, perspectives and 
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understandings held by stakeholders in this space. In isolation, LW appears to be positive, 

relatively successful and a potential mechanism by which tensions can be navigated and 

dichotomous narratives across different stakeholders can work together. However, we cannot 

divorce this from the broader, philosophical and practical concerns around what neoliberal 

approaches mean for the future of conservation here in Aotearoa NZ.  

 

Chapters 2 and 3 introduced the context in which this research sits. Chapter 2 discussed the 

conservation movement from the 1970 onwards and the embedding of a green consciousness 

within many New Zealander’s identity. Its institutional face, and an important component of 

this research, the Department of Conservation (DOC) was then discussed with reference to its 

shifts over time. The chapter then examined how trends in conservation have evolved over 

time, with reference to more recent trends of neoliberal conservation and partnerships, and the 

debate in the literature around these. Proponents argue that conservation will only be successful 

if it appeals to a wider range of people and stakeholders, and attracts greater support, funding 

and resources, thus justifying the inclusion of the private sector. Opponents contest this on the 

basis that our most fundamental sustainability issues are a result of capitalism, and as such, a 

neoliberal or capitalist ‘solution’ will only sustain the status quo, and not result in positive 

change. Living Water is a product of these shifts within DOC and has been subject to the same 

debate in this research.  

 

Chapter 3 introduced the freshwater space in Aotearoa NZ, with focus given to the different 

perspectives and narratives held within this space, specifically a Māori freshwater perspective. 

I then argued that the dominant attitude regarding the use and management of freshwater has 

been one of productivism, where water has become a commodity for development. Closely 

aligned with a neoliberal ideology, this has enabled the expansion of the dairy industry to a 

point where it is, beyond environmental limits. This growth has been streamlined by use of the 

RMA; legislation developed alongside neoliberal reform with the ability to be used 

sympathetically to economic growth and development. The evolution of the dairy industry and 

Fonterra was then discussed, and clear links between the growth of this industry and 

environmental degradation were established. Finally, Chapter 3 discussed how this space has 

become increasingly politicised overtime, with growing urgency and concern from many parts 

of society. This evidently has only added to the already complex environmental space.  
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As Chapter 4 discussed, I used a constructivist epistemology with an interpretivist approach to 

allow for the fact that there is no one single understanding or ‘truth’ of an issue, especially in 

spaces as inherently complex as the context of this research. A wide range of participants from 

the Living Water program were engaged in the process, as well as other DOC staff and some 

environmental NGO representatives. Two LW sites were used as case studies, to gain further 

insight into the experiences and perception of participants ‘on the ground’, and for comparison 

of successes and challenges experienced. It became clear that the methods taken for the field 

research proved useful in gaining important insights into this complex space. As I also reflected 

in this chapter, I found the research process quite difficult and ethically challenging to navigate, 

and I discuss my positionality and reflexivity at length.  

 
Chapter 5 addressed research question 1; ‘To what extent are the recent shifts in conservation 

in Aotearoa NZ aligned with global trends of ‘new’ or’ neoliberal’ conservation? Are the broad 

criticisms of these approaches to conservation reflected within the diversity of perspectives in 

the conservation community of Aotearoa NZ? I have argued that the public-private partnerships 

approach within DOC- and in LW in particular- are a continuation of neoliberal ideologies in 

the conservation space. This assertion is supported by both literature and participant’s 

responses. The current conservation environment in Aotearoa NZ helps to justify these shifts 

with a ‘discourse of crisis’, a perception of chronic underfunding, and the argument that given 

the reliance of the economy on the environment, private sector actors should be involved in the 

space. However, as the literature and responses from my participants have shown, there are 

some fundamental risks and concerns involved in these approaches. These are; regulatory 

capture, manipulation of DOC by the private institution, threatening the department’s mandate, 

and that partnerships are simply the allowing the ‘status quo’ and will not ultimately lead to 

improved or transformative conservation or sustainability. 

 

Research question 2 was addressed in chapter 6; How do the aforementioned shifts in 

conservation indicate new or changing roles for government and business with the 

conservation space? What are the challenges and opportunities here? It is very clear that this 

approach is prompting significant shifts within DOC. DOC is broadening from its original role; 

increasing conservation work off PCL, moving into new forms of advocacy, and repositioning 

itself as an enabler and supporter of others to ‘do’ conservation. The Living Water partnership 

with Fonterra has clearly created these opportunities for DOC. This broadening has also created 
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a way for businesses to engage, and groups like Fonterra have been able to participate in the 

space.  

 

Despite the benefits of these shifts, several factors concerned many participants. SLO and 

greenwashing were major points of concern, as well as the challenges of operational differences 

between public and private institutions, and the very fundamental concern that LW was pulling 

DOC resources and focus away from priority, core conservation work.  This struck a negative 

chord with me, and some of the other participants. In assessing the impact overall, then, I argue 

that while the shifts are relatively positive, the core purpose and mandate of DOC remain more 

important than ever. As such it’s essential that moving into these new spaces is supplemental 

and does not detract from those core responsibilities. As one participant put it, partnerships can 

be, “the icing on the cake, but never the cake” (Participant 2, Forest and Bird). With the desire 

of powerful and well-resourced companies such as Fonterra to be engaged in this space, DOC 

will need to navigate these issues incredibly carefully. On a more positive note, LW was able 

to partner and collaborate more widely in the respective catchments. At both case study sites, 

the program teams had formed social networks and strengthened social capital beyond the 

immediate LW partnership relationships. This engendered many positive things such as being 

able to enable others with financial resources, share knowledge and research, amplify voices 

for conservation in the catchments, and so on. 

 

Finally, chapter 7 focused more narrowly on the tension and contestation in the intersecting 

and complex spaces of dairy, freshwater and conservation, addressing research question three: 

How do public-private partnerships for conservation such as the Living Water Program play 

out on the ground and might they be successful in relieving some of the long-time tensions 

within this complex environmental space? In this context, Living Water seems very positive 

for those involved in the partnership, and this research.  

 

By examining the case studies, it became evident that a significant difference, and contributor 

to how the partnership was experienced (particularly initially), was the local politics of the 

area, and the existing social dynamics and historical relationships. In Ararira/LII we saw that 

while the broader context of Te Waihora (Lake Ellesmere) had a long history and was complex, 

the sub catchment of the Ararira/LII was to some degree, isolated from this. DOC had not been 

particularly active in the space before, where farmers interactions were more often with the 
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likes of ECAN. As a result, the situation in that local area was not particularly politicised, and 

there were few existing relationships. This in some ways made it easier because division and 

tensions were not so prevalent, but it also meant building relationships and social capital was 

significantly more time intensive. Contrasting this, we have seen that the socio-political context 

in Waituna was much more complex and contentious. There were many historical relationships, 

some positive, but many with ill-feeling particularly between local farmers and 

environmentally minded institutions such as DOC or Fish and Game. As such, LW entered a 

much more complex environment initially, and this proved to be challenging. Although, this 

did also mean there was significant existing social capital, and as we have seen this has 

culminated in the formation of Whakamana te Waituna (with LW), which looks to be a positive 

initiative. Despite the differences between two the case studies seeming quite stark, five years 

into the LW program, both case study sites appear to be working really positively and 

effectively, albeit differently, and as such, there are no fundamental outcomes to be drawn from 

the comparison.  

 

The case studies were also a useful tool to examine the everyday experiences of people 

involved in the partnership ‘on the ground’. These comments, along with more general 

comments of other participants, showed that partnerships such as this may be a way to bring 

together dichotomous narratives such as dairy farming and freshwater conservation, work to 

bridge the gap, and ease some of the tensions. This, across the board has been positive for the 

farmer participants, Fonterra staff, and DOC staff, where in many cases initial suspicious and 

concern was prevalent. For a small community of people operating in a complex environmental 

space with many different ideas and perspectives, this seems an optimistic and exciting 

outcome for Living Water, and arguably partnership arrangements more generally. 

 
8.2 Limitations and future research.  
 

The biggest limitation of this research from my perspective, is the fact that I was unable to 

interview any participants from the relevant rūnanga for the two case study sites; Awarua 

Rūnanga and Te Taumutu Rūnanga. As was discussed in chapter 4, I had some initial contact 

with individuals from the respective rūnanga, but this didn’t eventuate into their participation 

in the study. This was due to several reasons; primarily time-frames and busy and demanding 

schedules, and probably the fact that my research project would be rather far down the list of 

things to do for these participants. Given the importance of freshwater issues to Māori and the 
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fact that both Waituna Lagoon and Te Waihora are highly valued by Ngāi Tahu, it would have 

been great to discuss their perspectives and experience in engaging with LW. Being able to 

incorporate another case study would also have been interesting, especially in terms of 

comparing whether the experiences were different between the North and South Island. The 

scope and timeframe of a Masters thesis somewhat restricts this. Despite this, I am confident 

in the knowledge and conclusions that have been created with the participant’s involvement in 

this study.   

 

I feel that there is huge scope for further research in this area, particularly given that this topic 

is not particularly well researched here in Aotearoa New Zealand. This research touched upon 

the ability of LW to partner more widely, and particularly the Whakamana te Waituna program 

in Waituna catchment looks to be positive and would be an interesting program to follow, 

especially given its’ very recent establishment.   As I introduced at the start of this thesis, this 

is an interesting time to be undertaking research given the recent change in government and 

priorities around environmental issues. It is likely that by the next election cycle, things may 

have changed significantly, and it would be interesting to see how this space continues to 

evolve. Additionally, DOC has many other public-private partnerships which appear to operate 

quite differently to the Living Water program, so comparison across these could be interesting. 

Finally, this thesis has speculated that SLO has played a big part in the shifts we have seen 

from Fonterra, and it would be interesting to survey the public to ascertain whether this is has 

been successful or not. Likewise, exploring how people perceive DOC in these partnership 

approaches would be interesting, especially given the fact that as this thesis has discussed, 

conservation is perceived to be the preserve of DOC in Aotearoa New Zealand.  

 

8.3 Closing statement and personal reflection.  
 

I have argued that the shifts within DOC and the LW program are an outcome of neoliberal 

conservation trends globally. With these shifts, we have seen that there are a range of both 

risks, concerns and limitations, but also experiences of success and potential for the use of 

these approaches in complex spaces. LW encapsulates and operates in a highly complex space 

as we have seen, at the intersection of dairy farming intensification, freshwater and 

conservation. In a space of competing narratives, different values, perspectives and 

understandings, the LW program has shown that these partnership arrangements may be a 
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possible mechanism to bring together diverse and often dichotomous stakeholders, to work 

collaboratively towards better outcomes for communities and the environment.  

 

However, it is important that we don’t become complacent, and are not lulled into a false sense 

that the big industries such as Fonterra are making meaningful change. It certainly would seem 

that this could be possible within the public-private partnership space, as has been discussed at 

length in this thesis. While appreciating the potential value and success of partnerships, I argue 

that this justifies an important and ongoing role for environmental groups and New Zealanders 

passionate about conservation and environment, to continue asking questions of these 

institutions and holding them to account, aligned with our expectations for the future that we 

envisage.   

 

When I first began this research, I was sceptical and suspicious of Fonterra’s motivations in 

partnering with DOC. I also felt uncertain and concerned about what this meant for DOC as 

the organisation I have always known and valued it to be. However, my initial perceptions have 

been challenged to some extent through this research process. As this thesis has shown, there 

are risks and concerns to be had, and questions to continue asking of these institutions; I feel 

strongly about these concerns and that organisations like Fonterra need to do much better. 

However, I must admit that I was impressed and really enjoyed all the conversations I had 

during this research, particularly (and most surprisingly for me), those with Fonterra staff. 

Everyone I spoke to seemed passionate, ready to take responsibility, and genuinely desiring 

positive change in these spaces. I could be cynical and say that they just knew what I wanted 

to hear, but I didn’t get that feeling. Of course, how much influence the individuals I spoke 

with have in the large and complex machine that is Fonterra, is likely questionable, but I really 

wanted to recognise this and consider how my own views and perceptions have been 

challenged through this research too.  

 

I chose the Whakataukī at the beginning of this chapter because it represents cooperation, 

combining and sharing of resources and knowledge. I think this embodies how we need to 

move forward as a country in these complex environmental spaces, and it appears that 

partnerships like Living Water may be a contributor, alongside many other approaches, towards 

our vision of more sustainable nature, land, water and communities. 
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Appendices  
 

Appendix 1- Information sheets and consent forms  
 
 

 
 

TOWARDS A NEW APPROACH TO CONSERVATION IN AOTEAROA? AN 
ANALYSIS OF DOC AND FONTERRA’S CONSERVATION PARTNERSHIP: THE 

LIVING WATER PROGRAM. 
 

INFORMATION  SHEET  FOR  PARTICIPANTS 
 
Thank you for showing an interest in this project.  Please read this information sheet carefully 
before deciding whether or not to participate.  If you decide to participate we thank you.  If 
you decide not to take part, there will be no disadvantage to you and we thank you for 
considering our request.   
 
What is the Aim of the Project? 
 
The aim of this project is to critically examine the Living Water program which is a partnership 
between Fonterra and Department of Conservation (DOC), for conservation on dairy land in 
Aotearoa New Zealand. This study will examine the motivations behind the Fonterra-DOC 
partnership, with the desired outcome being to contribute towards a discussion about how our 
country’s approach to environmental issues/conservation into the future may be shaped by such 
relationships.  
 
At a more applied, local level, this research seeks to understand how co-management and 
community-based conservation approaches are facilitated through partnerships such as the 
Living Water Program. As more and more people become involved in conservation and 
environmental activities through the country, it arguably becomes more important to 
understand how engagement, relationship building and collaboration between a range of 
stakeholders within these spaces takes places and might be made more effective. The Living 
Water Program is being piloted at five sites throughout Aotearoa New Zealand, and this section 
of the study will utilise two of these as case studies; the Waituna Lagoon, Southland, and 
Ararira/LII River, Te Waihora/Lake Ellesmere, Canterbury.  
 
This research is being undertaken as a requirement for Kate Lindsay’s Masters of Arts in 
Geography.  
 
What Types of Participants are being sought? 
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A wide range of participants are being sought for this study, from Fonterra, DOC, and 
environmental NGO representatives, to those stakeholders directly involved in the Living 
Water program in the field, at the two case study sites; Waituna Lagoon, Southland and 
Ararira/LII River, Te Waihora/Lake Ellesmere, Canterbury. It is hoped that for the case study 
sites a wide range of participants will be reached; Fonterra farmers involved in the project, 
local community/environmental groups, local rūnanga, and key local Fonterra, DOC and 
council representatives.  
 
Participants will be identified by online media, the Living Water, DOC and Fonterra websites, 
existing contacts and through snowballing where further contacts are recommended by existing 
participants as being relevant or important for inclusion in the study.  
 
What will Participants be asked to do? 
 
Should you agree to take part in this project, you will be asked to participate in an informal 
interview of up to 1 hour in duration, at a time and location that is most convenient for you. 
Upon your approval, we would like to audio record the interview, so that it may be transcribed 
by the student researcher at a later date. You are welcome to review and amend this transcript 
if you wish to.  
 
The questions for the interview will not be set prior to the interview, however we have 
identified a range of themes that we are interested in, and the discussion will be steered towards 
these themes. These ideas will be broadly about conservation, public-private partnerships, 
engagement and participation, and motivations for being involved in such a project. You are 
more than welcome to raise topics or ideas in the interview that you feel are relevant for 
inclusion. In this way, the ‘interview’ will be more of a conversation around a number of 
different themes relating to the Living Water Program. 
 
If at any stage you feel uncomfortable with the direction the interview has taken, you can 
decline to answer any questions, and withdraw your participation from the interview. There 
will be no disadvantage to you if you choose to do this. Additionally, you may withdraw the 
information you have provided us with up to four weeks after the date of your interview.  
 
Please be aware that you may decide not to take part in the project without any disadvantage 
to yourself. 
 
What Data or Information will be collected and what use will be made of it? 
 
With your permission, the interviews will be audio recorded and transcribed by the student 
researcher. Both the recordings and the transcription will be stored on the student researcher’s 
personal computer, which is password protected. Only the student researcher and her 
supervisor will have access to this data. The raw data will be stored in a password protected 
computer in the supervisor’s office for a period of 5 years, after which time it will be destroyed. 
Once this data is analysed it will be used for evidence in the student’s academic thesis, and 
possibly in further academic publications, conference presentations and so on. The results of 
the project will be available in the University of Otago Library (Dunedin, New Zealand).  
Your participation in this study will be anonymous. Every effort will be taken to protect your 
identity, through the use of an anonymous identifier (in most cases, a number or fake name).  
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Where specific quotes are used, or certain opinions are made clear, there is always a chance 
that someone close you, or close to the case study, may be able to identify you simply through 
your comments. While every effort will be made to ensure that this does not happen, please 
understand that in some cases this is unavoidable. To mitigate this risk, you may choose to 
review and amend your interview transcript, and any publications that include quotes made by 
yourself. 
 
Your personal information will be kept only as long as is appropriate, for the purpose of further 
contact with the researcher and the opportunity to review results, publications and the final 
thesis, should you wish to do so. Data obtained as a result of the research will be retained for 
at least 5 years secure storage.  
 
What if Participants have any Questions? 
If you have any questions about our project, either now or in the future, please feel free to 
contact either:- 
Kate Lindsay    OR  Dr Douglas Hill 
Department of Geography    Department of Geography 
Te Iho Whenua     Te Iho Whenua 
linka484@student.otago.ac.nz   dph@geography.otago.ac.nz 
 
 
 
This study has been approved by the Department stated above. However, if you have any concerns 
about the ethical conduct of the research you may contact the University of Otago Human Ethics 
Committee through the Human Ethics Committee Administrator (ph +643 479 8256 or email 
gary.witte@otago.ac.nz). Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated and you 
will be informed of the outcome. 
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TOWARDS A NEW APPROACH TO CONSERVATION IN AOTEAROA? A CRITICAL 

ANALYSIS OF DOC AND FONTERRA’S CONSERVATION PARTNERSHIP: THE 

LIVING WATER PROGRAM. 

 

CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPANTS 

I have read the Information Sheet concerning this project and understand what it is about. All 
my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I understand that I am free to request 
further information at any stage.  

I know that:-  

1. My participation in the project is entirely voluntary;  
2. I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without any disadvantage;  
3. Personal identifying information e.g. audio recordings and associated transcripts, will 

be destroyed at the conclusion of the project but any raw data on which the results of 
the project depend will be retained in secure storage for at least five years;  

4. This project involves an open-questioning technique. The general line of questioning 
includes conservation approaches, perceptions of public-private conservation 
partnerships, the dairy industry and environmental issues in Aotearoa, community-
based conservation and co-management, collaboration and engagement. The precise 
nature of the questions which will be asked have not been determined in advance, but 
will depend on the way in which the interview develops. In the event that the line of 
questioning develops in such a way that I feel hesitant or uncomfortable I may decline 
to answer any particular question(s) and/or may withdraw from the project without any 
disadvantage of any kind.  

5. The results of the project may be published and will be available in the University of 
Otago Library (Dunedin, New Zealand) but every attempt will be made to preserve my 
anonymity.  

I wish to receive a copy of my transcript: Yes No  

I wish to receive a copy of any published results: Yes No  

If yes, please provide a contact email address: 
______________________________________  
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I agree to take part in this project.  

............................................................................. ............................... 

(Signature of participant) (Date)  

 

............................................................................. 

(Printed Name)  
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TOWARDS A NEW APPROACH TO CONSERVATION IN AOTEAROA? AN 
ANALYSIS OF DOC AND FONTERRA’S CONSERVATION PARTNERSHIP: THE 

LIVING WATER PROGRAM. 
 

INFORMATION SHEET  FOR  PARTICIPANTS 
 
Thank you for showing an interest in this project.  Please read this information sheet carefully 
before deciding whether or not to participate.  If you decide to participate we thank you.  If 
you decide not to take part there will be no disadvantage to you and we thank you for 
considering our request.   
 
What is the Aim of the Project? 
 
The aim of this project is to examine the Living Water program which is a partnership between 
Fonterra and Department of Conservation (DOC), for conservation on dairy land in Aotearoa 
New Zealand. This study will examine the motivations behind the Fonterra-DOC partnership, 
with the desired outcome being to contribute towards a discussion about how our country’s 
approach to environmental issues/conservation into the future may be shaped by such 
relationships.  
 
At a more applied, local level, this research seeks to understand how co-management and 
community-based conservation approaches are facilitated through partnerships such as the 
Living Water Program. As more and more people become involved in conservation and 
environmental activities through the country, it arguably becomes more important to 
understand how engagement, relationship building and collaboration between a range of 
stakeholders within these spaces and partnerships takes places and might be made more 
effective. The Living Water Program is being piloted at five sites throughout Aotearoa New 
Zealand, and this section of the study will utilise two of these as case studies; the Waituna 
Lagoon, Southland, and Ararira/LII River, Te Waihora/Lake Ellesmere, Canterbury.  
 
This research is being undertaken as a requirement for Kate Lindsay’s Masters of Arts in 
Geography.  
 
What Types of Participants are being sought? 
 
A wide range of participants are being sought for this study, from Fonterra, DOC, and 
environmental NGO representatives, to those stakeholders directly involved in the Living 
Water program in the field, at the two case study sites; Waituna Lagoon, Southland and 
Ararira/LII River, Te Waihora/Lake Ellesmere, Canterbury. It is hoped that for the case study 
sites a wide range of participants will be reached; Fonterra farmers involved in the project, 
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local community/environmental groups, local rūnanga, and key local Fonterra, DOC and 
council representatives.  
 
Participants will be identified by online media, the Living Water, DOC and Fonterra websites, 
existing contacts and through snowballing where further contacts are recommended by existing 
participants as being relevant or important for inclusion in the study.  
 
What will Participants be asked to do? 
 
Should you agree to take part in this project, you will be asked to participate in an informal 
interview of up to 1 hour in duration, at a time and location that is most convenient for you. 
With your approval, we would like to audio record the interview, so that it may be transcribed 
by the student researcher at a later date. You are welcome to review and amend this transcript 
if you wish to.  
 
The questions for the interview will not be set prior to the interview, however we have 
identified a range of themes that we are interested in, and the discussion will be steered towards 
these themes. These ideas will be broadly about conservation, public-private partnerships, 
engagement and participation, and motivations for being involved in such a project. You are 
more than welcome to raise topics or ideas in the interview that you feel are relevant for 
inclusion. In this way, the ‘interview’ will be more of a conversation around a number of 
different themes relating to the Living Water Program. 
 
If at any stage you feel uncomfortable with the direction the interview has taken, you can 
decline to answer any questions, and withdraw your participation from the interview. There 
will be no disadvantage to you if you choose to do this. Additionally, you may withdraw the 
information you have provided us with up to four weeks after the date of your interview.  
 
Please be aware that you may decide not to take part in the project without any disadvantage 
to yourself. 
 
What Data or Information will be collected and what use will be made of it? 
 
With your permission, the interviews will be audio recorded and transcribed by the student 
researcher. Both the recordings and the transcription will be stored on the student researcher’s 
personal computer, which is password protected. Only the student researcher and her 
supervisor will have access to this data. The raw data will be stored in a password protected 
computer in the supervisor’s office for a period of 5 years, after which time it will be destroyed. 
 
Once this data is analysed it will be used for evidence in the student’s academic thesis, and 
possibly in further academic publications, conference presentations and so on. The results of 
the project will be available in the University of Otago Library (Dunedin, New Zealand).  
 
On the Consent Form, you will be given options regarding your anonymity. Please be aware 
that should you wish we will make every attempt to preserve your anonymity. However, with 
your consent, there are some cases where it would be preferable to attribute contributions made 
to individual participants. It is absolutely up to you which of these options you prefer and there 
will be no disadvantage to you if you would like to remain anonymous. 
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Should you wish to remain anonymous for your participation in this study, every effort will be 
taken to protect your identity, through the use of an anonymous identifier (in most cases, a 
number or fake name). Where specific quotes are used, or certain opinions are made clear, 
there is always a chance that someone close you, or close to the case study, may be able to 
identify you simply through your comments. While every effort will be made to ensure that 
this does not happen, please understand that in some cases this is unavoidable. To mitigate this 
risk, you may choose to review and amend your interview transcript, and any publications that 
include quotes made by yourself.  
 
Your personal information will be kept only as long as is appropriate, for the purpose of further 
contact with the researcher and the opportunity to review results, publications and the final 
thesis, should you wish to do so. Data obtained as a result of the research will be retained for 
at least 5 years secure storage.  
 
What if Participants have any Questions? 
If you have any questions about our project, either now or in the future, please feel free to 
contact either:- 
Kate Lindsay    OR  Dr Douglas Hill 
Department of Geography    Department of Geography 
Te Iho Whenua     Te Iho Whenua 
linka484@student.otago.ac.nz   dph@geography.otago.ac.nz 
 
 
 
This study has been approved by the Department stated above. However, if you have any 
concerns about the ethical conduct of the research you may contact the University of Otago 
Human Ethics Committee through the Human Ethics Committee Administrator (ph +643 479 
8256 or email gary.witte@otago.ac.nz). Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence 
and investigated and you will be informed of the outcome. 
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TOWARDS A NEW APPROACH TO CONSERVATION IN AOTEAROA? A CRITICAL 

ANALYSIS OF DOC AND FONTERRA’S CONSERVATION PARTNERSHIP: THE 
LIVING WATER PROGRAM. 

 
CONSENT  FORM  FOR  PARTICIPANTS 

 
 

I have read the Information Sheet concerning this project and understand what it is about.  All 
my questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  I understand that I am free to request 
further information at any stage. 
I know that:- 
 
1. My participation in the project is entirely voluntary; 
 
2. I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without any disadvantage; 
 
3. Personal identifying information e.g. audio recordings and associated transcripts will be 

destroyed at the conclusion of the project but any raw data on which the results of the 
project depend will be retained in secure storage for at least five years; 

 
4. This project involves an open-questioning technique. The general line of questioning 

includes conservation approaches, perceptions of public-private conservation partnerships, 
the dairy industry and environmental issues in Aotearoa, community-based conservation 
and co-management, collaboration and engagement.  The precise nature of the questions 
which will be asked have not been determined in advance, but will depend on the way in 
which the interview develops. In the event that the line of questioning develops in such a 
way that I feel hesitant or uncomfortable I may decline to answer any particular question(s) 
and/or may withdraw from the project without any disadvantage of any kind. 

 
5. The results of the project may be published and will be available in the University of Otago 

Library (Dunedin, New Zealand) but every attempt will be made to preserve my 
anonymity.   

 
6. I, as the participant: a) agree to being named in the research,   OR;  
 
  b) would rather remain anonymous. 
 
 

I wish to receive a copy of my transcript: Yes No  
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I wish to receive a copy of any published results: Yes No  

 
If yes, please provide a contact email address: ______________________________________ 
 
 
 
I agree to take part in this project. 
 
 
 
.............................................................................   ............................... 
       (Signature of participant)     (Date) 
 
............................................................................. 
       (Printed Name) 
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Appendix 2- Ethics B approval 

 

 

  

18 May 2018

Academic Services
Manager, Academic Committees, Mr Gary Witte

D18/160

Dr D Hill

Department of Geography

Division of Humanities

Dear Dr Hill,

I am writing to let you know that, at its recent meeting, the Ethics Committee received a copy

of the Reporting Sheet relating to your Category B ethics proposal entitled “Towards a new
approach to conservation in Aoteroa? A critical analysis of DOC and Fonterra’s
conservation partnership:  The Living Water Program”.

For your future reference, the Ethics Committee’s reference code for this project is:- D18/160.

The Committee appreciates that Category B proposals may commence as soon as approval

has been obtained at departmental level and that, in some instances, the research or

teaching may be well advanced or even completed by the time the Reporting Sheet is

received by the Committee.

In the case of this particular proposal (D18/160), the Ethics Committee has recorded its

status as Approved HOD , and has asked me to pass on it’s views to you as follows:-

Consultation required with Ngai Tahu Research Consultation Committee

Please provide a copy of the evidence you have submitted to the Ngai Tahu Consultation
Committee (the email acknowledgement of submission is sufficient).

Where the Committee has commented, a written response is expected. Where any

amendment to your documentation has been requested, please provide a copy of the

amended documentation to attach to the record of the application. Please note that the

Committee is always willing to enter into dialogue over the points made.
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Appendix 3- Ngāi Tahu Research Consultation Committee 
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Appendix 4- Lists of interview discussion themes 
 
Question prompts/themes for DOC institutional actors. 
 
Evolution of this approach?  
 
-In recent years DOCs strategy has seen a shift towards a focus on partnerships; whether that 
be with community groups or private/commercial businesses.  

 
-What has prompted this shift away from DOCs traditional approach to conservation?  

 
 
Benefits and details of partnerships approach- 
 
-What do DOC and conservation efforts have to gain from engaging in these partnership 
arrangements? 
 
 
-What do you think the organisations DOC partners with have to add to an approach to 
conservation, which DOC may not have when acting on its’ own, which in turn increases the 
success of conservation here in NZ? 
 
 
-Do you think we have more chance of tackling our ‘biodiversity crisis’ by pursuing 
conservation approaches such as commercial partnerships? (As part of a wider partnership 
strategy).  
 
 
-Do you view a partnership approach to conservation as a way to engage a greater portion of 
society (e.g. economic sectors, businesses) in conservation?  

…Why is this important?  
…Whose responsibility is conservation? 

 
 
-How does DOC decide what commercial businesses to partner with; are there any criteria etc 
in place to ensure that the ethics and motivations of the partner, is aligned with those of 
DOC?  
 
-DOC is engaged in quite a wide range of partnerships with different businesses- have some 
been more successful than others? …Why do you think this is?  
 
 
Potential risks/negative things about the approach, and the particular partnership w Fonterra- 
 
-It is fairly well recognised that the issue of dairy farming is highly politicised in New 
Zealand at the moment among the general public….  

-Do you have any concern about the perception of the public in relation to DOC’s 
partnership with Fonterra?  
-How/might this (and other commercial partnerships) change the way the public view 
the role of DOC, and conservation in NZ? 
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-In your opinion, what does Fonterra as a business gain from being engaged in this 
partnership with DOC? In turn, how does DOC benefit? 
 
 
-Have you experienced/or do you foresee there being any difficulties for DOC in balancing 
commercial business interest and conservation? Some critics would argue that there is a risk 
that the two are sometimes incompatible- what do you think about this? 
 
 
General questions- 
 
-How do you see the future of conservation in Aotearoa New Zealand?  
 
 
-How do you see the future of the dairy industry in Aotearoa New Zealand? 
 
 
Question prompts/themes for Fonterra institutional actors. 
 
Evolution of this approach. Motivations- 
 
-What attracted you (Fonterra) to being involved with conservation by partnering with DOC? 
 
-In your opinion, what does Fonterra as a business gain from being engaged in this 
partnership with DOC? 

-In turn, how does DOC benefit? 
 
 
Responsibility/motivation- 
 
-Do you view this type of approach to conservation (partnerships) as a way to engage a 
greater portion pf society in conservation? Why do you think this is important?  

 
 

-Whose responsibility is conservation/environmental issues? Do you think business has a 
responsibility to give back in a way that might mitigate any negative externalities of the 
industry it is involved with (whether that be social, environmental)?  
 
 
-There’s been a lot of talk saying that the ‘social licence to operate’ of dairy farmers, and the 
dairy industry more generally is eroding. In that case, do you think something like the LW 
program could help to improve this perception?  
 
 
Potential risks/negative outcomes- 
 
-To your knowledge, has the partnership been subject to any critique or suspicion since it was 
announced or became more active? If so, why do you think this might be?  
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-Have you experienced/or do you foresee there being any difficulties for DOC in balancing  
commercial business interests and conservation?  
 
 
Living Water- 
 
-Focusing more specifically on the Living Water program... It is being trialled at 5 sites 
around the country… to your knowledge have some been more successful than others? If so, 
why do you think this might be? 
 
 
General questions  
 
-How do you see the future of conservation in Aotearoa New Zealand? (Extension of this 
approach, more government funding etc…?) 
 
 
-How do you see the future of the dairy industry in Aotearoa New Zealand…? 
 
 
 
Question prompts/themes for NZ Env NGOs/and other stakeholders that don’t fit into 
the DOC/Fonterra grouping.  
 
Partnerships- motivations and opinions- 
 
-In your opinion, what are the motivations behind DOC’s partnerships approach? 
 
 
-Likewise, what (in your opinion) are the motivations for commercial businesses such as 
Fonterra, to be engaged in public-private conservation partnerships? 
 
 
-Generally, when it comes to public-private partnerships for conservation there are some 
polarised viewpoints.   

-Where does/do your organisation/you sit? 
 
 
-Has (or will) this increasing partnership approach change the way your organisation engages 
with DOC or any of the partner organisations?  
 
 
Risks/negative outcomes or challenges of this approach- 
 
-Do you perceive there to be any risk for either parties (DOC or Fonterra), as a result of being 
involved in this partnership?  
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-Do you foresee there being any difficulties for DOC in balancing commercial business 
interests and conservation? Do you think they are compatible? 
 
 
General questions  
 
-Whose responsibility do you think conservation is? (Industry, com groups, state (DOC), 
individuals, landowners etc.)  
 
 
-How do you see the future of conservation in Aotearoa New Zealand and how this may 
intersect with large economic sectors such as the dairy industry?  
 
 
 
Question prompts/themes of discussion for the case study participants.  
 
Involvement in LW- motivations and environmental stuff-  
 
-Have you had any involvement in activities or advocacy around Waituna Lagoon/Te 
Waihora/Lake Ellesmere prior to your involvement with the Living Water Program?  

-OR involvement in activities around conservation/environmental issues more 
generally in any other area?  
-If not, has the Living Water program enabled you to become involved?  

 
 
-Has your involvement in the LW program so far improved or enhanced your awareness and 
knowledge around freshwater issues in your local catchment, and possible solutions to these?  
 
 
-FEP (Farm Environment Plan)?  
 
 
Experiences, relationships etc-  

 
-Through involvement with the Living Water Program, have you had the opportunity to 
collaborate with people that you may not normally work with, within environmental spaces?   
 
 
-Any experience working with DOC prior to being involved with the program?  
  
 
-What (for you) have been the greatest successes so far in your experience with the Living 
Water program?  
 
 
-Likewise, have you experienced any challenges through your involvement in the Living 
Water program?  
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Potential risks, perceptions, critiques- 
 
-The role of dairy farming in freshwater issues was one of the big topics of debate at the 
election and we’ve seen the media paint a certain picture of dairy farming... Many have said 
that dairy farmers social licence to operate is eroding... Is this a concern for you?  
 
 
-To your knowledge, has the partnership been subject to any critique or suspicion since it was 
announced or became more active in the pilot project sites? If so, why do you think this 
might be?  
 
General questions- 
 
-Whose responsibility do you think conservation is?  
 
 
-Has your experience in the Living Water program so far changed the way you think about 
conservation approaches (i.e. role of partnerships), and the future of dairy farming in NZ? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




