Reshaping DOC to better manage biodiversity

Report on major outcomes from a workshop held 23 June

Background: 

The current diverse actions, taken by the Department of Conservation (DOC) and communities across NZ for active restoration, represent the most significant period ever for biodiversity conservation. It is the first time that people have tried to reverse 'declines' on a regional and national scale rather than just accept them.  Unfortunately these very same groups that have embraced the Biodiversity Strategy (Mfe 2001) and are collectively working to reverse declines within our endemic biota feel their efforts are being hindered by the bureaucracy of the government department that should assist them.  That DoC is unable to meet the expectations of these community initiatives is not surprising.  The recent review of the Biodiversity Strategy (Clarkson and Green 2006) estimated that there were 5000 community based conservation initiatives.  While the Departments desire is to control the positive ground swell of activity this has not been matched by its ability to do so. This has resulted in holding back biologically significant community initiatives, and creating enemies from allies as it struggles to provide the advice and permissions required through its complex bureaucratic processes.  This situation is compounded by the needs of Nationally Critical species that fall outside the protection of the community led initiatives creating conflict over resource allocation.  Inside the Department funding is seen as the primary issue, but from outside, the public often have the experience of a Department spending money in an untargeted way.  This is supported by an independent economics paper written by Guikema and Milke published in 1999 which stated “There is no consistent set of attributes considered (by the Department of Conservation) when making decision”.  That little has changed in the last decade for the Department in regard to priority setting is borne out by the current situation where more non-critically endangered species are receiving management than those that are critically endangered.

Introduction:
New Zealand’s natural history is globally significant and as such New Zealand is listed as one of 34 biodiversity hot spots around the globe.  Hot spots are defined as areas which contain high degrees of diversity collectively containing 50 percent of the plant and 42 percent of the vertebrate animal diversity of the entire planet in only 2.3 percent of its land area.  Hot spots also have the dubious honour of having at least 70 percent of their indigenous cover destroyed and also face extreme threats that are driving extinction.
New Zealand’s biodiversity is also distinctive with some species being the only member within the genus or family.  This uniqueness, which has been brought about by a long period of isolation from other land masses, makes many species naïve and highly vulnerable to introduced pests.  At the present time 2800 of an estimated 10,000 naturally occurring species are under threat in New Zealand.  Three hundred and eighty five of these are classed as Nationally Critical and number less than 250 individuals, yet only 55 of these (15 %) receive any management at all.

The value of our biodiversity is appreciating.  As we understand the role these superbly adapted plants and animals have in providing the soil stability, water quality, and ability to store carbon, we recognise that no other assemblage of organisms can do this as well. 

The Biodiversity Strategy was published in 2001 listing actions required to ensure that the intrinsic and economic value of our biodiversity is not eroded.  In 2006 this strategy was reviewed and our performance measured against the priority actions required to be undertaken in the first five years.  Many had been completed but an uncomfortably high number had not been finished or even begun.
If we are to retain and then reverse the declines in our unique natural heritage while maintaining impetus from the ground swell of support, the current problems facing the Department and the community have to be overcome. The workshop held on 23 June sought the views from a diverse subset of the conservation community. Their names and affiliations are listed at the end of this report. Their views are summarised under five themes which collectively seek to realign DoC, along with the broader delivery of biodiversity maintenance, in order to retain what is uniquely New Zealand.   

Theme one:
More Carrot and less stick

Value communities and iwi who establish and/or manage natural areas for conservation outcomes

There is a strong ground swell from community at all levels to become directly involved in managing their natural environment.  Mechanisms that assist communities are required for this to be sustainable.  Nga Whenua Rahui, a programme that supports the protection of indigenous ecosystems on Maori land, has been an outstanding success protecting and supplying funding to manage significant areas under Maori ownership.  Since its inception over 250,000 hectares of native habitat has been protected by this scheme.
Programmes that reward actions that support government conservation goals are likely to be more effective than regulatory mechanisms.  Incentives such as tax relief or other financial incentives for maintaining high value habitats, planting native vegetation, pest animal and weed control and possibly purchase of ecosystem services (such as catchment protection) are some options.
Incentives should not exclude commercial interests but should include new models for commercial activity alongside habitat protection.  Significant potential for conservation benefit lie in this sector particularly in the protection of scare habitat on private land. Schemes which place a monetary value on conserving these habitats, but also allow some flexibility in their use, may be more effective than attempts at outright purchase by The Crown .  
Theme two:
Greater support for communities engaged in conservation

DOC processes are focused on control rather than facilitating the best conservation outcome
While there is a large and willing contingent of volunteer labour and skill to be accessed within the community there was strong feeling that the Department of Conservation under utilises this asset due to cumbersome and protracted bureaucratic process.  These processes seem to be based on regulating, rather than gaining benefit from, this resource.

A great deal more conservation could be delivered if these groups/agencies were able to contribute their energy directly at the problem rather than have it expended by trying to work through unnecessary DOC process.  A proactive approach to streamline working with communities would be of great benefit.  The development of strategies to facilitate activities, such as translocations for the commonly transferred species associated with restorations by communities, would place DOC as the preferred lead agency rather than a reactionary one that places impediments in their way.

Similarly strategies need to be formulated for more at risk species that include utilising the skills and facilities of captive institutions.  While captive management is often treated as the last resort, the philosophy of the captive industry has changed with societal views and is now well placed to become a net producer of at risk wildlife under quality husbandry programmes.  This is not without precedent.  Several existing DoC led programmes use a component of captive management to meet recovery objectives.  This approach could be adopted more widely at minimal cost by allowing professional institutions to volunteer their skill and time.     
Theme three:
Boost pest and weed control

DOC needs to lead development of new solutions to animal and plant pests that threaten biodiversity 

In the 2006 review of the Biodiversity Strategy several priority actions relating to development of control and monitoring technologies for key threats have not been achieved. There is an obvious and ongoing need for these actions to be completed to advance biodiversity maintenance in NZ. DoC needs affordable and socially sustainable methods of controlling key pests to retain and expand its own efforts and support community led initiatives.  This will require development of technology that can be used by volunteer labour (without the need for user certification) as well as new “controlled” formulations for application across large parts of the conservation estate.  

Currently DoC is reluctant to be the lead agency to promote research and development of new technology due to concerns over redirection of their existing funding.  The Department currently sees FORST as the “home” for this type of work. However, with no leadership from the biodiversity sector to direct research effort, work in this area has stalled.  In the meantime other agencies that currently use pest control to mange disease in livestock (also producing a significant conservation outcome) are looking for alternatives to toxins in the form of vaccinations.  If this approach is successful much of the existing pest animal control undertaken on the conservation estate by these agencies will cease and conservation values will decline accordingly.
Theme four:
Increased accountability for DOC
How to get DOC on the path and keep it there
A set of independent measures for biodiversity outcome reporting is required.  These should be set by the Parliamentary Commission for the Environment, or a similar independent agency, and should focus DoC on conservation outcomes rather than dollars spent and the area of land administered.  This independent assessment of DoC’s performance will remove, to the greater degree, the political aspect to reporting “good news” only.  This will provide greater transparency in areas of underachievement and focus on what needs to be done.  This approach, coupled with better decision support, pest monitoring and control technology will drive the Departments forward in protecting biodiversity and clearly show where capacity needs to be redirected or new resources applied.

Work that the Department has been undertaking over the last few years on decision support and reporting tools should align well with any new independent reporting measures.   
Theme five:
A WHOLE OF GOVERNMENT APPROACH
Lack of coordination between government agencies has impeded the implementation of biodiversity actions
Lack of overall co ordination of the Biodiversity Strategy actions has resulted in patchy up take of the strategies requirements and also significant lost opportunity (i.e. high country tenure review).  The current Labour led Government was to develop National Policy Statements and Environmental Standards to direct the RMA.  However, these statements and standards have not materialised allowing for variations in the way the RMA is enacted which has exacerbated the problem.

Many have an expectation that DoC is the lead agency for implementing the Biodiversity Strategy due to the bulk of Biodiversity Funding having gone to this department.  However, DoC does not see itself officially in this role.
There needs to be a lead agency that is officially responsible for overseeing action on the Biodiversity Strategy (including the marine sector).  Without this unified approach we will be less effective in implementing the strategy and what is achieved, will be at higher cost.   

Summary:

To take advantage of the current support for the Biodiversity Strategy and the goal of halting biodiversity decline it is clear that changes need to be made in the way the government engages with its allies in the broader community.  Providing incentives for protecting and enhancing natural ecosystems and their integral components has been shown to be affective.  This needs to be broadened so it can be accessed by all sectors of the community engaged in this work.  Additionally barriers to communities, private individuals, and business that are contributing to the strategies goal, need to be removed so their full potential can be realised. New more attractive ways of achieving protection of scarce habitat on private land should be developed.  This will require DoC to position itself as a facilitator for these activities providing effective science, technology, and advice along with constructive guidance.

More emphasis needs to be placed on better pest control technology that is more cost effective and can be applied to a greater proportion of the conservation estate.  This technology development should include options that do not require regulatory permissions or licensing for use so volunteers can use these without the need for specialised training.  Along with better control technology the development of better monitoring technology, with the aims of increased accuracy at reduced cost, should be developed.   These new technologies along with improved decision support and reporting tools will place the Department more effectively to report on conservation outcome based measures independently set by the Parliamentary Commission for the environment or similar body.

The current lack of overall leadership of the Biodiversity Strategy within Government has resulted in poor uptake of the strategies actions.  Lack of synergy between Government Departments, down through to local government, has resulted in lost opportunity and increased cost that have achieved sub optimal results. Greater coordination through the assignment of a “lead agency” will reduce the potential for underachievement.  
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