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1 Introduction 
The NSW Government has endorsed a strategy for a ‘monitoring, evaluation and reporting’ 
(MER) system for natural resource management (NRM) in NSW.1 The Natural Resources and 
Environment CEO Cluster Group2 and the relevant NSW agencies and CMAs are currently 
implementing the strategy. The system is critical for informing policy and investment decisions 
of natural resource managers at a range of scales. The NRC and others will also rely on the 
outputs to assess progress against the state-wide targets. 
 
The NRC recognises that implementing MER for NRM is challenging and traditionally has not 
been done well. 3 It has undertaken a brief comparative review of three institutional models in 
order to assess why MER is effective in other jurisdictions and industries. The purpose of the 
review is to gain some insights for all the parties involved in implementing the MER system for 
NRM in NSW. This short paper presents the NRC’s findings. 
 
The three MER models the NRC reviewed4 are: 

 corporate financial reporting  

 meteorological reporting by the Bureau of Meteorology of Australia (BOM) 

 the Ecosystem Health Monitoring Program (EHMP) undertaken in south-east Queensland 
by the Healthy Waterways partnership. 

 
The NRC identified five attributes of effective MER systems based on its analysis of these 
models. Chapter 2 describes these attributes and chapter 3 provides a more detailed overview 
of the research and the specific characteristics of each of the three MER models. 

 

 
1  NSW Natural Resources and Environment CEO Cluster Group (2006), NSW Natural Resources Monitoring, Evaluation 
 and Reporting Strategy, August 2006 
2  The Natural Resources and Environment CEO Cluster Group comprises the CEOs of government agencies responsible for 
 NRM related issues including the Department of Environment and Climate Change, Department of Primary Industries, 
 Department of Lands, Department of Water and Energy and the NSW Treasury. 
3  For example, monitoring resource condition is a long-term exercise and there can be long lag times between on-ground 
 investment and actual outcomes. This timing is often at odds with government cycles for reporting and accountability. 
4  The NRC selected the examples based on a rapid assessment of several models and peer advice. 
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2 Attributes of an effective MER system 
The NRC identified five attributes of effective MER systems from its comparative review of 
institutional models. It found that two are particularly important - having strong drivers and 
ensuring information generated from the system is useful to investors and decision makers. The 
following sections describe all of the attributes in more detail. 
 

2.1 Having strong drivers 
Strong drivers are important for establishing an MER system and ensuring its viability is 
maintained. These provide the incentive for governments or other parties to invest in the 
system. 
 
The usual key driver is that investors and decision-makers require or demand the information 
generated to inform their decisions. For example private investors and governments have 
demanded reliable information from corporate financial reporting to use in making their 
investment and policy decisions. 
 
The NRC identified two other drivers during the review: 

 stakeholders requiring information so they can use it to hold the relevant authorities 
accountable for the resources they manage 

 strong public and political support.  

 

The second of these was evident in the establishment of the Healthy Waterways EHMP over a 
relatively short period. In this case support for action and continued monitoring was driven by 
an iconic environmental site having reached a visible ‘crisis point’ which generated increased 
concern about the declining health of south-east Queensland’s waterways. 

 

2.2 Generating useful information  
Investors and decision-makers will rely on the outputs of an MER system if they find them 
useful and will therefore support the system’s existence over a long period. This is especially 
true if the managers of the MER system review and adapt the system so the information it 
generates remains relevant.  
 
For example, the public, government and private organisations have relied on the information 
produced by the BOM for more than 100 years. The BOM offers a wide range of meteorological 
products it tailors to each user’s requirements. In continuing to adapt the reports it produces, 
the BOM incorporates scientific research findings and users’ changing requirements.  
 
The Healthy Waterways partnership produces ‘report cards’ in order to convert scientific data 
to easily comprehensible reports that managers, stakeholders and the public can use. The 
Healthy Waterways EHMP invests in scientific research to both inform changes in the data 
collected and increase the usefulness of the information reports generated. 
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2.3 Adopting a standardised approach 
When a standardised approach to monitoring, evaluation and reporting is adopted, the 
information generated is more useful because there is greater clarity about how to use and 
interpret the information. It also creates greater scope for generating consistent and comparable 
information from a range of sources. A standardised approach includes: 

 reaching agreement about the indices to be monitored in order to obtain a clear picture of 
the trend of a specific item  

 adopting a consistent approach to collecting, analysing and reporting the data in order to 
assure quality 

 tailoring an information product to the users’ decision-making needs  

 using shared terminology so all the parties involved in collecting, using and reporting 
information have the same understanding. For example, there is an agreed definition for 
‘depreciation’ or ‘native vegetation’. 

The design of the MER system and standardisation of the approaches should be informed by 
the users’ information requirements and by scientific research. 

 

2.4 Establishing a good governance structure 
A good governance structure will promote investors and users’ confidence in the system by 
providing transparency and accountability. The governance structure should promote strategic 
planning including: 

 prioritisation of investment in initial design and technology and in changes to these over 
time 

 ensuring the system is properly informed by science and meets users’ requirements. 

 
The governance structure can include a board or another body that oversees the MER system 
and reviews the annual MER activities and budgets. It can also include independent technical 
advisory groups or a scientific research arm that provide advice about the design of the MER 
system and how to adapt the design over time. It should include a review and reporting 
mechanism so the MER system’s usefulness can be evaluated and improved over time. 
Auditing by an independent third party may be used to promote reliability of the information 
generated from the system. 
 
In addition, a coordinating body can have an important role in drawing together the investors’ 
needs and the technical requirements that underpin the design of an effective MER system. A 
coordinating body can also drive the process of both securing ongoing funding and managing 
investment in technology and modelling tools. However, a coordinating body is unlikely to be 
effective in the absence of strong leadership and support for the MER system’s information 
outputs. 
 

2.5 Ensuring adequate funding for the system 
Adequate funding over time is essential to develop and maintain the system including the 
science or other expertise as well as the collection methods, the report formats and the 
technology that are part of an MER system.  
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For example, the Healthy Waterways EHMP was able to be established because it attracted 
initial NHT funds, of between $2 million and $3 million. 5 The BOM has annual funding in 
excess of $200 million for supporting the management and continued development of the 
BOM’s MER system.6 The Australian Securities and Investments Commission (ASIC) receives 
comparable government funding and additional generated revenue (although ASIC has other 
responsibilities).7

 
However, it can take a great deal of effort to maintain adequate levels of funding. To help 
attract funding, the system’s managers may prepare strategies, business plans, communication 
programs and annual reports.  
 
 
 

 
5  Personal Communication, Diane Tarte, Director of Healthy Waterways Secretariat, 22 March 2007 
6  BOM Annual Report 2005–06, p38. The BOM notes it is facing funding pressure because many of its assets are reaching the 
 end of their useful life, BOM Annual Report 2005–06, p1. 
7  ASIC Annual Report 2006, p 57 
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3 Characteristics of three MER models   
The NRC analysed the three institutional models and grouped their characteristics under the 
following main headings: 

 the drivers for MER 

 the organisational structures and institutions for supporting MER 

 other features that are important in making the model work. 

 
The following sections present this analysis which was the basis for identifying the attributes of 
effective MER systems described in chapter 2. 
 

3.1 Corporate financial reporting  
The corporate financial reporting system enables the collection and reporting of companies’ 
financial information. Investors and decision-makers use this information to inform investment 
decisions and hold company managers to account for use of resources that affect a company’s 
performance. The system has been built up over many years of practice and evolution. 
 
The characteristics of this model that make it effective include: 

 strong demand by investors for provision of good, reliable information, and financial 
drivers for the information to be generated  

 a governance structure that includes: 

- an independent body that sets standards for ensuring that the data that 
companies must collect and submit is reliable 

- one national oversight body that has legislative force, collects information from 
all companies and makes the information accessible to users 

- third-party audits for promoting the information’s reliability 

 standardised report formats for enabling investors to understand and compare 
information.  

Table 1 contains more detail about these and other characteristics of the model.   
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Table 1: Characteristics of the model for corporate financial reporting  
 

Factor Observation 

Drivers  
 

 Investors require transparent, comprehensible and comparable data on which 
to base their decisions and hold the company’s managers accountable. 

 Company boards and managers require the information in order to manage the 
company and also ensure it meets the relevant legislative requirements.  

 A legislative framework exists so accountability is promoted and reporting 
requirements are formalised.8 Under the framework, companies must submit 
reports to ASIC, companies and directors have legal duties imposed on them, 
and companies and directors incur penalties if they fail to comply with the 
relevant legislation. 

 The model has strong political support because reporting about corporate 
financial information is a key component of functioning companies and the 
economy. 

Organisational 
framework 
 

 For data collection and reporting, there is one national oversight body: the 
Australian Securities and Investments Commission (ASIC). ASIC is a statutory 
body that has legislative force. It provides centralised collection of data, 
oversees the reporting system, provides accountability and ensures adherence 
to legislation.  

 For setting technical accounting standards, there is one national body: the 
Australian Accounting Standards Board (AASB). 

 Company boards and managers collect and report about the data that is 
provided to ASIC. 

Other features  A common standardised approach, and key indices for collecting data and 
measuring performance, have been developed, and uniform reporting methods 
apply.   

 Audits are required, so both reliability of information and accountability are 
promoted. 

 Financial reporting systems such as IT-based systems are developed to facilitate 
data collection and creation of useful reports. 

 ASIC has large amounts of annual funding – approximately $200 million from 
government, plus other revenues of about $300 million – to spend on a number 
of programs, including company reporting.9 AASB has an annual budget of 
approximately $4 million, and receives between $2 million and $3 million from 
the Federal Government.10 

Note: The information sources for Table 1 are set out in the attachment to this report. 
 

                                                      
8 For instance requirements under the Corporations Law 2001 and the Australian Securities and Investments Commission Act 
 2001. 
9  Australian Securities and Investments Commission, Annual Report 2006, p.57 
10  Financial Reporting Council, Australian Accounting Standards Board, Auditing and Assurance Standards Board, Annual 
 Report 2005-2006, p.72 
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3.2 Meteorological reporting in Australia 
Meteorological reporting involves collecting meteorological observations and interpreting them 
for many productive and social uses.  
 
The characteristics of this model that make it effective include: 

 strong demand by users for meteorological data and reports 

 a nationally consistent approach to collecting, analysing and reporting data 

 information and methods of reporting that have been adapted to meet various users’ 
requirements over time 

 one national body established by legislation that has clear responsibility and primarily 
determines the strategy for and undertakes the collection, management and reporting of 
the data. 

 

Table 2 provides more detail about these and other characteristics of the model.  
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Table 2:  Characteristics of the model for meteorological reporting 
 

Factor Observation 

Drivers  
 

 In Australia, there was early political and public perception that meteorological 
observations were important, and their importance was recognised in the 
Constitution.  

 There is demand for information in relation to navigational and shipping 
requirements, defence and planning of wartime operations, aviation 
requirements, public weather reports, agricultural activities, risk minimisation, 
and protection of life and property.  

 Under federal legislation, BOM is empowered to establish offices, make 
arrangements to collect data, create reports based on the data, and undertake 
relevant research. 

Organisational 
framework 
 

 One national organisation, the BOM, was established under federal legislation 
and since 1908 has been responsible for collecting, reporting about and 
managing meteorological data.11 

 The BOM has offices in each state and territory, and approximately 1300 staff 
members. It coordinates and collects data from its own 57 ‘manned’ 
meteorological offices as well as from 800 automatic – or ‘under contract’ – 
observations sites, 6000 volunteer rainfall-observing stations and 100 volunteer 
ships from which marine-weather observations are made.12 

 The BOM has specialised in-house expertise for collecting, managing and 
analysing the data. 

Other features  A national common approach was established early in the development of this 
model.  

 International standards and guidelines of the World Meteorological 
Organisation have been incorporated in a common approach so data can be 
used both domestically and internationally. 

 Scientific research and data collection and archiving are ongoing. Both 
improved and new data products result from the research. 

 Over time, the BOM has changed its information products and the way it 
makes them available, in order to meet the needs of user groups in areas such 
as aviation, agriculture and defence. 

 As a result of technological advances, for example the advent of radar, 
telecommunications and the Internet, the methods for collecting and reporting 
about data have become more sophisticated.   

 Because the BOM receives a large amount of funding each year, it is able to 
invest extensively in infrastructure, technology and information systems and 
therefore facilitate its data collection, management and reporting. However, 
budget pressures have been identified as a threat to the institution’s ongoing 
monitoring, evaluation and reporting. 

 The BOM has a clearly documented strategy, and produces business plans and 
annual reports.  

 Available data includes both indicators of the existing state of the environment 
and prediction of future states. 

Note: The information sources for Table 2 are set out in the attachment to this report. 
 

                                                      
11  BOM operates under authority of Meteorology Act 1955. BOM is established as an Executive Agency under the Public 
 Service Act 1999, refer Bureau of Meteorology, Annual Report 2005-06, p.4. 
12  Bureau of Meteorology, Annual Report 2005-06, p.21, p.198 
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3.3 The Healthy Waterways Ecosystem Health Monitoring Program  
In the Healthy Waterways EHMP, data is collected in order to measure changes in ecological 
health and obtain long-term feedback about the effectiveness of management actions taken to 
protect marine, estuarine and freshwater areas throughout the south-east Queensland (SEQ) 
region. Data collection and reporting are coordinated and provided for both the public and the 
partners to the South East Queensland Regional Water Quality Management Strategy 
(SEQRWQMS). The SEQ Healthy Waterways partners have been implementing the 
SEQRWQMS since 2001, and the EHMP has been fully operational since 2003.13 The partners14 
include state government agencies; 18 local government bodies; catchment authorities; statutory 
bodies; and industry, research, indigenous and community groups.15  
 
 The characteristics of this model that make it effective include: 

 initial strong drivers for its creation, including a ‘visible’ crisis point and support by 
people who have authority 

 receipt of start-up funds 

 an agreed standard approach to the data to be collected and a focus on producing reports 
in which scientific data are converted to a useful format  

 agreement by the partners to a strategy that supports the model 

 coordination by one body on behalf of all the partners 

 use of an independent scientific advisory group.  

 
Table 3 contains more detail about these and other characteristics of the model. 
 

 
13 Healthy Waterways, Moreton Bay Waterways and Catchments Partnership, Institutional Arrangements, DRAFT “The New 
 Blue Book”, p.3 
14  The partnership is also known as the “Moreton Bay Waterways and Catchment Partnership”. 
15  http://www.healthywaterways.org/who_is_hww_partners.html 
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Table 3:  Characteristics of the Ecosystem Health Monitoring Program model 
 

Factor Observation 

Drivers  
 

 The SEQ Healthy Waterways Partnership and the EHMP were driven by 
convergence of a number of factors, including: 

- the poor state of health of the rivers and Moreton Bay –  a visible 
‘crisis point’  

- the large amount of media coverage and community concern 

- strong political support 

- that the initial programs that led to the strategy were supported by 
decision-makers who had authority, such as mayors and heads of 
department, and credible individuals, such as the Senior Deputy 
Vice Chancellor of the University of Queensland.  

 The EHMP’s longevity may depend on the ongoing public and political 
perception that healthy waterways are important and of the associated 
benefits, such as increased tourism and improved quality of life. 

 The EHMP’s continued usefulness for informing the partners’ strategies and 
decisions may also drive its ongoing support. 

Organisational 
framework 
 

 Healthy Waterways is managed by a partnership,16 and the partners have 
established a Secretariat to manage the EHMP, among other programs. At 
present, the Secretariat has no specific legislative mandate, but its existence is 
supported by the partners’ ongoing commitment to the SEQRWQMS and 
commitment of funds.  

 The Secretariat:  

- reports to a Policy Board and Policy Council the partners have 
established 

- has access to expert scientific advisory groups and ensures that the 
EHMP is informed by relevant science 

- ensures maintenance of a coordinated and integrated approach to 
the EHMP, acts as a broker, and fosters agreements between the 
partners 

- subcontracts various parts of the EHMP, such as data collection, to 
agencies and universities, and has an agreement with the CSIRO 
about design, statistical analysis, development of indices and 
reporting mechanisms for the MER framework 

- provides centralised data collection, storage and reporting, and 
provides a resource centre for users. 

 A separate scientific research arm of Healthy Waterways continues to develop 
the science, which in turn can inform the EHMP. 

                                                      
16  The Moreton Bay Waterways and Catchments Partnership 
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Factor Observation 

Other features  There is a standardised approach to collecting and disseminating the data. 
The approach of generating an ‘annual ecosystem health report card’ ensures 
that the data is in a useable form.17 Monitoring is linked to the EHMP’s 
management objectives. Quality is assured by continually reviewing the 
EHMP, including its science, the methodologies applied, site selection and by 
stakeholder involvement.18 

 The EHMP was established through use of initial funding from NHT. 

 The EHMP has one budget that is contributed to by the partners. 

 The Secretariat expends a great deal of effort in securing from the partners a 
commitment to fund the EHMP on an annual or three-year basis. 

 The Secretariat manages a stakeholder involvement program and a 
communications program to promote effective engagement with stakeholders 
and ongoing support for the EHMP.  

 Healthy Waterways has a clear vision and clear objectives, and produces 
business plans and annual reports. 

Note: The information sources for Table 3 are set out in the attachment to this report. 

                                                      
17  For example of report cards see Moreton Bay Waterways and Catchment Partnership, Report Card 2006 for the waterways 
 and catchments of South East Queensland. Available at http://www.ehmp.org/ and also Healthy Waterways Ecosystem 
 Health Monitoring Program Annual Technical Report 2005-06 on the health of the freshwater, estuarine and marine waterways of 
 South East Queensland.  
18  Healthy Waterways, Moreton Bay Waterways and Catchments Partnership, Institutional Arrangements, DRAFT “The 
 New Blue Book”, p.31 

http://www.ehmp.org/
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