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Applications are invited for the Trust’s seventh annual Science to Policy 
Leadership Program. Applicants may be individuals or people sponsored by 
organisations focused on water & environment matters. 

The Trust’s leadership training began in 2010 and since then it has 
successfully linked 86 people across Australia who now collaborate and 
communicate as Fellows of the Peter Cullen Water & Environment Trust. 
The more Fellows there are, communicating complex ideas simply and 
clearly, working with each other and the Trust’s Friends, in all states and 
territories, the more they can strengthen understanding and cooperation 
between stakeholders in Australia’s water and environment sector. 

Collaboration between Fellows, which distinguishes this program from 
others, flows from the ongoing support the Fellows gain through the 
Peter Cullen Trust National Fellows Network. Fellows also have unique 
opportunities to be mentored by Friends of the Trust. 

Important details for this year’s program are in the box (at right). General 
applications are due by 4 May. Sponsors have longer to propose applicants. 

Hon. Tim Fischer AC will be guest speaker at this year’s graduation 
dinner on Thursday 17 November. Mr Fischer was Deputy Prime Minister 
and Leader of the National Party (1996–99), and later the first resident 
Australian Ambassador to the Holy See in the Vatican City (2009–12). He 
spent 30 years in the NSW (1971–84) and Federal (1984–2001) Parliaments. 
Mr Fischer has held varied senior leadership roles and chairmanships in 
charitable organisations as well as businesses. Mr Fischer lives in rural NSW, 
and is a successful author and sought-after celebrity speaker.  

The 2015 group at a break during experiential training 

2016 Science to Policy Leadership Program
 

DATES & LINKS FOR THE 2016 PROGRAM

Pre-reading: early September  
Face-to face session 1: September 12–16
National project: September 16 – November 17
Face-to-face session 2: November 14–17
Graduation event and dinner
Thursday 17 November. Tickets on sale soon.

Program outline and Application form 
http://petercullentrust.com.au/program/
leadership-program

To sponsor an applicant, please contact
sandy@petercullentrust.com.au

General (individual) applications due
Close of business Wednesday 4 May

Upcoming events involving Friends and/or Fellows: details inside

March 18–19 Managing your land for the future: Adaptation 
& resilience for climate change (especially 
relevant to the Upper Murrumbidgee)

Martin Lind (2012 UMCCC/ACTEW Fellow), co-organiser; 
Michelle Jacobs (2012 Fellow), speaker; Dr Siwan Lovett, facilitating 
discussion sessions; (p. 4)

March 23 Melbourne ‘After Five’ gathering Invitation to Friends & Fellows; Dr Amber Clarke (2013 DEPI 
Fellow) & Dr Lisa Ehrenfried (2014 OLV Fellow), organisers; (p. 3)

April (early) Melbourne Peter Cullen Trust book club Invitation to Friends & Fellows; Dr Lisa Ehrenfried (2014 Office of 
Living Victoria Fellow), organiser; (p. 3)

April 11–13 Northern Australian Food Futures Conference 
2016  and road shows

Dr Clare Taylor (2010 Fellow) promoting a discussion paper on 
success in agriculture (see p. 11); Professor Michael Douglas (2011 
Fellow), speaker

April 14 ‘Kangaroos and Climate Change’ Professor Tim Flannery, speaker (p. 3)
July 27 Melbourne ‘After Five’ gathering See above (p. 3)
July 31 –    

August 3
8th Australian Stream Management 
Conference (relevant to waterways across 
Australia)

Chris Chesterfield, Ticky Fullerton, Dr Siwan Lovett, key speakers;  
Associate Professor Ian Rutherfurd & Dr Geoff Vietz (2010 RBMS 
Fellow), co-organisers and editors of the proceedings; (p. 2) 

 

Inside: News of Trust People. NRM success in 2025.  
Fitzroy R report review. Pricing water services. Northern 

Australia ‘success’ discussion paper. Technical leadership. 

http://petercullentrust.com.au/program/leadership-program
http://petercullentrust.com.au/program/leadership-program
mailto:sandy@petercullentrust.com.au
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News of Friends & Fellows

News of Trust People continues next page

Friends & Fellows of the Trust leading initiatives in water & 
environment

Australian Water Partnership stimulates 
interest & starts work

Having launched only in September 2015 (see BRIDGING no. 15), 
the Australian Water Partnership (AWP; http://waterpartnership.
org.au/) held its inaugural Australian Partner workshop in 
February. The AWP is led by Dr Gary Jones, a founding Friend of 
the Peter Cullen Trust.

Around 100 Partners and participants met the AWP Committee and 
Management Team on 3 February 2016 in Canberra, where they 
were updated on the program’s progress and discussed potential 
opportunities for future collaboration. Workshop sessions also 
looked at the AWP’s strategic objectives and approach, the expected 
benefits for international and Australian partners and the building 
of knowledge and networks, as well as contracting, evaluation and 
reporting. 

Friends of the Trust Leith Boully, Rob Skinner and John Ringham are 
members of the AWP Committee. Other Friends of the Peter Cullen 
Trust and several of the Trust’s Fellows were at the meeting and met 
informally for drinks and dinner, as Fellow Dr Tanzi Smith notes on 
page 4. The long list of AWP Partners (see http://waterpartnership.org.
au/inaugural-awp-australian-partners/) includes a number of groups 
with strong links to the Peter Cullen Trust.

On 10 February, Gary announced that the AWP in collaboration 
with the World Bank will be providing technical support to the 
India National Hydrology Project. A recommendation of up to 
$1.15 million of AWP funding over two years has been approved to 
support this project (see http://waterpartnership.org.au/news/).

‘Ten commandments of influencing 
government’ shared at Columbia 
University, New York

Chair of the Peter Cullen Trust and founding Friend 
Professor the Hon John Thwaites addressed 
Masters students at the Columbia University 
School of International and Public Affairs in New 
York in November 2015. Under the heading ‘The 
Politics of Getting Things Done’, John shared his 
‘10 commandments of influencing government’ 
including: ‘clear understanding [of] the governments’ 
key players, processes, timelines, and objectives; 
collaborating across sectors; and persistence.’ 
Professor Thwaites is global Co-Chair of the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Solutions network 
which aims to mobilise universities and scientific and 
technological expertise in support of the Sustainable 
Development Goals. Read more at  
http://unsdsn.org/news/2015/11/20/john-thwaites-shares-
insights-on-influencing-government-at-columbia-university/.

Some of the Friends mentioned here, left–right:  
Dr Gary Jones, Leith Boully, Dr Siwan Lovett,  

Prof the Hon John Thwaites, Emeritus Prof Barry Hart AM,  
Prof Andrew Campbell.

The 8th Australian Stream Management Conference (8ASM, 31 July–
3 August, www.8asm.org.au) in the Blue Mountains near Sydney, 
involves several of the Trust’s Friends and Fellows. For example:
Chris Chesterfield, Director, Strategic Engagement, CRC for Water 
Sensitive Cities, and a Friend of the Trust, is a keynote speaker. Chris is 
nationally recognised for his leadership in waterway and urban water 
management and for establishing Melbourne as a world leader in 
water sensitive urban design. 
Ticky Fullerton, business journalist and presenter of The Business on 
ABC 1 and ABC News 24 (an international channel), and a Friend of 
the Peter Cullen Trust, is giving the conference dinner speech. 
Dr Siwan Lovett of the Australian River Restoration Centre, Friend of 
the Trust and publisher of RipRap magazine, is hosting a workshop on 
Rivers of Carbon. 
Assocociate Professor Ian Rutherfurd (Friend of the Trust) and 
Dr Geoff Vietz (a 2010 Fellow of the Trust) are co-organisers of the 
conference, and a proceedings editor and Chief Editor respectively. 

8ASM is a forum for all people involved in 
waterways to get together and help make a 
difference: practitioners, academics, community 
leaders, policy analysts, professionals and others.

Registration is open at  www.8asm.org.au  until 
27 July. Earlybird registration is open until  
Monday 2 May. 
8ASM is convened by the River Basin Management 
Society with support from the Integrated Catchment 
Management Foundation.

Friends at 8ASM, the 8th Australian Stream Management conference, 31 July–3 August

http://waterpartnership.org.au/
http://waterpartnership.org.au/
http://waterpartnership.org.au/inaugural-awp-australian-partners/
http://waterpartnership.org.au/inaugural-awp-australian-partners/
http://waterpartnership.org.au/news/
http://unsdsn.org/news/2015/11/20/john-thwaites-shares-insights-on-influencing-government-at-columbia-university/
http://unsdsn.org/news/2015/11/20/john-thwaites-shares-insights-on-influencing-government-at-columbia-university/
http://www.8asm.org.au/
http://www.8asm.org.au
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Emeritus Professor Barry Hart AM, 
Friend of the Trust, writing with Erin 
O’Donnell in The Conversation – 
‘Damming northern Australia: we need 
to learn hard lessons from the south’ (10 
February), says:  
“The development of northern Australia 
will crucially depend on harnessing 
the north’s abundant available water 
resources.  
... However we have to get these plans 
right from the start to ensure the north’s 
waters are developed sustainably. To do 
so, we can start by looking south.”  
(https://theconversation.com/damming-
northern-australia-we-need-to-learn-hard-
lessons-from-the-south-53885)

Professor Andrew Campbell, a founding 
Friend of the Trust, writing with 
Professor Ted Lefroy in The Conversation 
– ‘Fighting fire in the wilderness: 
Learning from Tasmania’ (20 February), 
says:  
“... Some 70 fires were started by 
lightning on January 13 and a further 14 
on January 27. They have so far burned 
around 100,000 hectares, 17,000 of 
which are in the southwest Tasmanian 
Wilderness World Heritage Area.  
... this event suggests more emphasis is 
required on remote area specialist fire 
fighting. That’s the policy change this 
event might precipitate.” 
(https://theconversation.com/fighting-
fire-in-the-wilderness-learning-from-
tasmania-53948)

Professor Hugh Possingham, Friend 
of the Trust, one of multiple authors 
on an article in The Conversation by 
Martine Maron et al. – ‘Queensland 
land clearing is undermining 
Australia’s environmental progress’ 
(22 February), says:  
“... our analysis of where the recent 
clearing has occurred reveals that 
even ‘of concern’ and ‘endangered’ 
remnant ecosystems are being lost at 
much higher rates now than before. 
While this level of vegetation loss and 
damage continues apace, Australia’s 
environmental programs will fall well 
short of achieving their aims.  
... It is far more efficient to prevent 
environmental damage than to try to 
reverse it later.  
... Natural ecosystems contribute 
enormously to the economy in ways 
that are often unrecognised. We are 
running up a large environmental 
debt that will eventually have to be 
paid by all Australians, one way or 
another.” (https://theconversation.com/
queensland-land-clearing-is-undermining-
australias-environmental-progress-54882)

Prof Possingham is also quoted in 
the article ‘Climate change driving 
species to the Earth’s poles faster than 
predicted, scientists say’, from the 
ABC’s The World Today, 9 February. 
He was one of the scientists from 40 
countries in Hobart for a conference on 
this topic. See http://www.abc.net.au/
news/2016-02-09/climate-change-driving-
species-to-the-poles-scientists-say/7152682 

Professor Tim Flannery, Friend of the 
Trust, is the speaker at a special event 
at the Australian Museum in Sydney –  
a ‘Trailblazers Talk’ on 14 April, 
6–9 pm in the museum’s Hallstrom 
Theatre. The title is ‘Kangaroos and 
Climate Change’.  For details see  
http://australianmuseum.net.au/event/
trailblazers-talks-tim-flannery-kangaroos-
and-climate-change#sthash.DNXsp4vr.dpuf 

The Melbourne Sustainable Society 
Institute (MSSI, which involves several 
of the Trust’s Friends), reports in its 
recent Sustainability Missive that 
Professor Flannery features in the 
Australian Geographic issue no. 130, 
January–February 2016  as one of their 
‘conservation heroes’ from the last 
30 years.

Friends write & speak: on northern dams; bushfire; loss of ecosystems; climate change

Friends are invited to join Fellows at 
the Breakfast Book Club and at ‘After 

Five’ events – in Victoria

Breakfast Book Club

The Trust’s Friends and Fellows are invited to meet at the 
newly formed Breakfast Book Club, which will next discuss 
the book Catch and Kill: The Politics of Power by Deane Joel.
When: Early April (date tba), 7:30–8:45 am. 
At: Victoria’s Secret Bar & Cafe, 80 Victoria Parade, East 
Melbourne (around the corner from the DELWP office). 

If you would like to attend this or future meetings of the 
Book Club, please email  Lisa.Ehrenfried@wsaa.asn.au

‘After Five’ events for Fellows & Friends

The Victorian Fellows are pleased to invite Friends & Fellows 
to this year’s series of ‘After Five’ events. These events 
typically feature a highly respected leader in water and 
environment management, who is invited to speak about a 
‘current water issue’ and discuss it with Fellows and Friends. 

These gatherings will also be great opportunities to catch up 
and (re)connect over drinks and a bite to eat before or after 
the discussion. 

‘After Five’ events are currently planned for Wednesday 
evenings on 23 March,  27 July  and  7 September.

If you would like more information or to attend any of these 
evenings, please email  amber.clarke@delwp.vic.gov.au 
or  Lisa.Ehrenfried@wsaa.asn.au

‘Note to self: KEEP MY OFFICE DOOR AJAR!’  

writes Friend of the Trust Associate Professor Rory Nathan,  
in the Letter from a Friend, on page 14

News of Trust People continues next page

News of Trust people  continued from previous page
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 News of Fellows & Friends

Forum for land & water managers as climates change

Martin Lind (2012 UMCCC/ACTEW Fellow of the Trust) is on the organising 
team, and Michelle Jacobs (also a 2012 Fellow) is a speaker at a two-
day forum on 18–19 March called Managing Your Land for the Future – 
Resilience and Adaptation for Climate Change. The forum addresseses the 
science, practicalities and business risks that climate change brings to land 
& water management in the Upper Murrumbidgee catchment. Dr Siwan 
Lovett, a Friend of the Trust, is facilitating the discussion sessions. 
Program: www.umccc.org.au. Registration: Eventbrite > UMCCC forum.

Research into water governance

Dr Philip Wallis (a 2010 Fellow of the Trust) and colleagues including 
Professor Ray Ison, a Friend of the Trust, have published an article about 
a research initiative in national water governance. The initiative, which ran 
from 2010 to 2012, was designed to foster ‘communities of conversation’ 
on a range of issues, including the role of water governance research in 
policy, and it coincided with a period of major national water reform in 
Australia. The idea was to provide opportunities for conversations, learning 
and reflection to emerge at a national level among researchers and policy-
makers. The article, in the current issue of Water Alternatives, critically 
reflects on this design and offers thoughts on what it might take to sustain 
and legitimise water governance research in Australia. See http://www.water-
alternatives.org/index.php/alldoc/articles/vol9/v9issue1/305-a9-1-4

New member of Yarra River committee

Dr Tamara Boyd (a 2011 Fellow of the Trust) is now a Member of the Yarra 
River Protection Ministerial Advisory Committee. 

Far-flung Trust People meet at the AWP Partner workshop

Tanzi writes: On 3 February, Allan O’Connor (2014 Dept of Defence Fellow 
of the Trust) based in ACT, and Dr Tanzi Smith (a 2012 Fellow) based in 
Queensland, caught up for drinks at The Vibe hotel in Canberra. Tanzi had 
been at the inaugural Australian Water Partnership meeting and it proved to 
be a great opportunity to connect with Peter Cullen Trust Friends including 
Leith Boully, Prof Andrew Campbell, Dr Gary Jones, Prof Quentin Grafton, 
Darryl Day and Dr Neil Byron. Other interstate Fellows were also there: 
Associate Professor Alison King (a 2014 Fellow) based in Darwin, and 
Dr Deborah Nias (a 2010 Fellow) and Stuart Richardson (2010 SKM Fellow 
of the Trust) both of whom are based in Adelaide. Tanzi and Allan also had 
an impromptu dinner with Darryl Day and AWP Chair Kaye Schofield AO 
and enjoyed a fascinating conversation about the impact of the Peter Cullen 
Trust Leadership program, water policy, energy policy, education policy and 
more. The conversation was so intriguing we forgot to take a photo! 

More evidence for Pb links to aggressive crime

Professor Mark Taylor (a 2010 Fellow of the Trust) has recently published a 
paper* showing correlation between rates of assault committed by young 
Australian adults and their exposure to lead (Pb) during childhood. The 
findings were publicised in February in The Conversation and by the ABC. 
*http://ehjournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12940-016-0122-3

News of Trust People continues next page

http://www.umccc.org.au
http://Eventbrite > UMCCC forum
http://www.water-alternatives.org/index.php/alldoc/articles/vol9/v9issue1/305-a9-1-4
http://www.water-alternatives.org/index.php/alldoc/articles/vol9/v9issue1/305-a9-1-4
http://ehjournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12940-016-0122-3
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Practical innovation and problem solving 

Dr Sarina Loo (2010 VDSE Fellow of the Trust) writes: At the end of March, 
I will start a 12-month secondment into a new role as Managing Director 
of Loo household domestic programs. My major deliverable is a happy and 
healthy baby girl. Key duties include early childhood education, breast milk 
production, food preparation, oversight of sleep routines, diaper change 
management and implementation of cleaning services. Key skills I’ll be 
using include problem solving, conflict resolution (I also have a toddler), 
negotiation, performance management and innovation (all Mums need 
to find innovative solutions to difficult situations)! Unfortunately, despite 
the complexity of the role and the need to be on duty 24 hours a day, the 
pay and recognition are measly. I’ll be back in 12 months, rather tired, but 
happy that I have completed my little family. 

Riparian action and waterway health

Dr Adam Bester (2014 DEPI Fellow of the Trust) writes: I am very fortunate 
to have started a six-month secondment with the Department of 
Environment, Land, Water and Planning, based out of Melbourne, two days 
per week. The work will involve progressing key actions under the Victorian 
Government’s new Regional Riparian Action Plan. The secondment will also 
involve assisting DELWP with the development of a statewide report card on 
the achievements of the last four years of waterway health programs.

Call for Fellows’ and Friends’ feedback on discussion paper

Dr Clare Taylor (a 2010 Fellow of the Trust), Coordinator of the Kimberley 
to Cape initiative (KtC), writes: Any feedback from Fellows and Friends on 
a discussion paper that I’ll be promoting at the Northern Australia Food 
Futures Conference in April would be appreciated. The paper, ‘Agriculture in 
Northern Australia in 2030: What might success look like for plant focused 
agriculture across the North?’ is at http://www.kimberleytocape.net.au/
sharing-stories-of-success-agriculture/. It’s compiled from submissions to 
the Parliamentary Inquiry and Green Paper on Developing the North and 
through conversations with  stakeholders. This paper is part of a series 
I’m developing on ‘Sharing Stories of Success for a Shared 2030 Vision’. 
(Excerpts from the discussion paper are on pages 11–12 of this newsletter.)
For recent news roundups on matters concerning Northern Australia, see  
http://www.kimberleytocape.net.au/northern-australian-news-round-up/.

Fellows & Friends Breakfast Book Club
On a pleasant Thursday morning in early February, several Friends and 
Fellows of the Trust met at an outdoor café in Melbourne for the inaugural 
session of the newly formed Breakfast Book Club.

The idea for a book club came about at the Christmas gathering of Victorian 
Fellows, where we exchanged tips for good reads for the upcoming holidays, 
and decided it would be great to meet to discuss interesting articles, books, 
or – in the case of this first meeting – essays.

Laura Tingle’s essay on ‘Political Amnesia’ served as the starting point for an 
interesting discussion about changes in political systems, governments, and 
the role of the media. The mix of backgrounds and experiences allowed for 
interesting new insights, and an overall very worthwhile meeting. It was a 
great way to exchange and connect with Fellows and Friends. 

In the photo, l–r: Professor John Langford AM, Dr Lisa Ehrenfried (2013 Office of Living Victoria Fellow of the Trust), Dr Kirsten Shelly  
(a 2011 Fellow), Professor Sam Lake AO, Dr Sarina Loo (2010 Department of Sustainability & Environment Fellow of the Trust). 

News of Trust people  continued from previous page

News of Trust People continues next page

 
Question asked by a Friend 

What do you call  
a collection of Fellows? 

Please send your thoughts to  
sandy@petercullentrust.com.au 

http://www.kimberleytocape.net.au/northern-australian-news-round-up
mailto:sandy@petercullentrust.com.au
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Aquatic research and the needs of managers

Dr Heather McGinness (a 2015 CSIRO Fellow of the Trust) 
recently attended a seminar hosted by the Institute for 
Applied Ecology at University of Canberra titled ‘Is aquatic 
research keeping up with the needs of managers?’, 
presented by Vin Pettigrove, CEO of CAPIM (Centre 
for Aquatic Pollution Identification and Management, 
Melbourne). Vin described several case studies that nicely 
illustrated two issues held dear by the 2015 Fellows: 1. The 
need for close multi-disciplinary collaborations for efficient 
and effective natural resource science and management; 
and 2. The need for constant and varied communication 
between people across land and water domains for 
optimum outcomes. Of particular interest was the way in 
which CAPIM and their collaborators have encouraged water 
managers to ‘take a step back’ and reassess what the core 
problems actually are in their area within a whole-of-system 
perspective, and think about how funds might be distributed 
differently for better outcomes. The seminar was followed 
by a casual lunch where new connections were made and 
old connections remade.

Jerrabomberra Wetlands open day

Lori Gould (2014 National Water Commission Fellow of 
the Trust), Ian Lawrence (a Friend of the Trust), and the 
Woodlands & Wetlands Trust ran an Open Day at Canberra’s 
Jerrabomberra Wetlands on 7 February to celebrate World 
Wetlands Day. Several hundred people visited, enjoying 
walks, the bird hides, and the wide range of stalls focusing 
on environmental matters. Lori as Program Manager 
at Jerrabomberra Wetlands and Ian as Chairman of the 
Management Committee helped ensure visitors gained 
interest and information to encourage people to support 
this sanctuary which is important for international and 
local waterbirds and other wildlife. They encourage anyone 
visiting Canberra to get in touch for a personalised tour of 
the Wetlands. 

News of Trust people  continued from previous page

New Principal Economist at GHD in Dubbo

Susan Madden (a 2011 Fellow of the Trust) writes: After 
almost seven years as the Executive Officer of regional water-
user association Macquarie River Food & Fibre I am going 
back to consulting as a Principal Economist in GHD’s Natural 
Resources & Agriculture team. While I’m keen to continue 
to work on projects related to water and irrigation I’m also 
looking forward to opportunities to broaden my scope across 
agriculture and natural resource management. I will continue 
to be based in Dubbo and will also continue to serve on the 
Board of the Central West Local Land Services. Local Land 
Services is now in its third year of delivering agricultural 
production advice, natural resource management, 
biosecurity and emergency management across rural and 
regional NSW.

Peter Cullen Trust National Fellows Network 
(PCTNFN) Coordination Group 2016

2016 membership of PCTNFNCG: Here are the names of the 
2016 Coordination Group for the Peter Cullen Trust National 
Fellows Network, representing all the years of the Fellows’ 
training: 
2010 – Dr Phillip Wallis, Melbourne
2011 – Susie Williams, Kununurra; Kaye Cavanagh, Brisbane
2012 – Dr Richard Cresswell, Sydney area
2013 – Dr Bridget Wetherall and Dr Amber Clarke, both 
Melbourne
2014 – Allan O’Connor, Canberra; Dr Lisa Ehrenfried, 
Melbourne
2015 – Dr Tanya Doody, Adelaide
Dr Sarina Loo (2010) and Dr Paul Frazier (2012) have 
stepped down, and the Fellows thank them for their strong 
commitment to the group.

 

Intimate lunch in Melbourne, 18 February
Fellows based in Melbourne met for the first Intimate Lunch for 
2016, at La Vita Buona in City Square. The guest speaker was Shaun 
Cox, who spoke about his experiences of leadership and ideas 
for managing water across the whole water cycle. For more than 
18 years Shaun has led Australian water utilities including South 
East Water and Gold Coast Water. He is a former Chair of the Water 
Services Association of Australia (WSAA) and the Smart Water Fund. 
Until recently he was Managing Director of Melbourne Water.  
Shaun is now enjoying running his own consultancy business and is 
also Chair of Water Research Australia. He has a passion for creating 
and adding value in any role he takes on.  

In the photo, from left, are: Lucas van Raalte, Aither; Dr Kirsten Shelly (a 2011 
Fellow of the Trust); Chris Arnott (a 2010 Fellow); Gayathri Ramchandran, WSAA; Dr Sandra Brizga (a 2012 Fellow); Dr Philip Wallis (a 2010 
Fellow); Shaun Cox; Emma Stewart (a 2013 Office of Living Victoria Fellow of the Trust); and Dr Sarina Loo (2010 Dept of Sustainability & 
Environment Fellow of the Trust). 
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Creating natural resource management success in 2025  
 

 by  The Collective 15 (the group of Fellows of 2015)

In 2015 the environment is, more 
or less, productive. Our productive 
environment provides natural 
resources that are used to generate 
economic outcomes. Such economic 
outcomes are realised from extractive 
and consumptive industries, via the 
export of commodities, eco-tourism 
and ecosystem services such as the 
provision clean water to support 
healthy waterways and drinking water. 

However, if this is not carefully 
managed, pressures affecting the 
environment will compromise our 
ability to generate income from a 
productive and healthy environment 
by 2025 and will further compromise 
the overall economic potential of our 
nation.

Our wellbeing and economy depend 
entirely on the physical world 
around us, yet we still face serious 
challenges to sustainably manage 
our natural capital for 2025 and 
beyond. The poor communication 
amongst people involved in natural 
resource management (NRM) 

has led to a disconnect between 
decision makers such as landholders, 
industry, agencies, scientists and 
policy makers. This disconnect has 
stifled on-ground implementation of 
NRM initiatives. Combined with the 
disconnect between decision makers 
is the increasing disconnect between 
communities and the landscape that 
will be heightened by the expanding 
urban population in Australia. Together 
these disconnects will see the 
continued loss of economic, social and 
natural capital in Australia by 2025.

To create the future we seek, we need 
people from all walks of life involved 
in NRM to connect, and to connect 
to the landscapes that generate 
economic success. Such connection 
would enable the future of Australia, 
supported by a healthy environment, 
to look positive and ultimately drive a 
stronger economy. There is evidence 
of this happening already. This vision 
seeks to change our future – to one 
where people connect to each other 
and to the landscape so we can create 
success.

In particular, we need better 
connections between scientists, policy 
makers, politicians, communities 

This is the summary from the Fellows’ Leadership Program project report; basis of their graduation presentation.

 

Principle 1: Connecting People: 
Building social capital
–Clear messaging
–A commitment to engage
–Identify and foster strong leadership

Principle 2: Connecting Landscapes: 
Building natural capital
–Recognise the importance of place
–Understand the landscape
–Management of connected landscapes

Principle 3: Creating success: Resilient 
industries and confident communities
–Creating productive and resilient 

communities
–Incorporate real costs and values into 

decision making
–Long-term vision, commitment and 

holistic decision-making

and landholders. This report presents 
case studies that demonstrate positive 
NRM change arising from effective 
connections among people and 
landscapes, and identifies key principles  
(see box below left) that demonstrate 
and foster the value of social and 
natural capital in NRM for public and 
private sector success now and to 2025.

Who is responsible for implementing 
our principles to create positive NRM 
change for 2025? 
Ultimately, we are all responsible. There 
is no single solution to this complex 
issue. Instead, it requires individual and 
collective actions by a large number 
of people to build those connections: 
a ‘silver buckshot’ instead of a ‘silver 
bullet’. As part of the solution, scientists 
must also play a stronger role in the 
policy development process, through 
conducting quality research, producing 
objective data and conclusions, and 
making the best science accessible. 
Scientists must interpret and explain 
their findings, the factual implications, 
limitations, and various solutions, 
options or alternatives to policy makers, 
managers and the public. However, 
in most situations they should not 
advocate specific policy or decision 
preferences – science is only one part of 
the policy process.

The future economic success of 
Australia requires that we connect 
people in NRM decisions, and connect 
people with their landscapes to foster 
environmental stewardship in regional 
and urban areas. 

Effective NRM policy must be based on 
agreed sets of social, environmental 
and economic indicators that represent 
community values, founded in 
comprehensive, long-term and well- 
funded monitoring and evaluation 
programs.

For notes on the team’s methods  
and sources see page 8. 
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Water Resources of the Mardoowarra (Fitzroy River) Catchment 

by Ryan Vogwill 

A review by Dr Anne Poelina*

 

In their report The Collective 15 describe how they set about the 
project:

‘To deliver this project, we agreed to develop a set of high 
level principles and novel solutions informed by case studies 
that identify NRM policy and practice that have led to positive 
change throughout Australia. These demonstrate the future 
of NRM in Australia will be positive if we address the issue of 
‘‘disconnection’’ currently embedded in NRM policy and practice.  
...  To develop a solution, to ensure we have resilient communities 
and economy by 2025, we sought information by:
•	 literature reviews of future scenario documents produced by 

the public and private sector (Appendix 3);
•	 interviews with over 40 scientists, policy makers, natural 

resource managers and public and private sector managers 
(Appendix 4);

•	 synthesis of interviews and literature reviews of successful 
and unsuccessful policy of natural resources management in 
Australia, with a focus on icon systems of the Murray-Darling 
Basin and the Great Barrier Reef, and the contemporary and 
contentious issue of recycled drinking water (Appendix 5);

•	 literature reviews of the role of scientists as advocates in NRM 
policy development (Appendix 6).’ 

Above: The 2015 Fellows after graduating at the event on  
Thursday 26 November 2015.

Previous page: Associate Professor Darren Ryder (a 2015 RBC Blue 
Water Project Fellow of the Trust) during the presentation.

The full report is available via  
office@petercullentrust.com.au

About the report by The Collective 15 (see summary on page 7)

The Wilderness Society (TWS) funded this report by Associate 
Professor Ryan Vogwill from the University of Western Australia. 
The report was launched in Perth on 9 December 2015. 

I commend this report as I am in agreement that any water 
allocation and planning of the Mardoowarra Fitzroy Catchment 
must be grounded in the collective wisdom of our complementary 
knowledge systems, cultures and laws – our Bookarrarra – in order 
for the River of Life to sustain us all for thousands of years to 
come. 

Every time we sing the Warloongarriy song, we remind the 
people young and old this is the Law of the Mardoowarra, 
this is the First Law we have inherited from Bookarrarra, 
from the beginning of time. (Lucy Marshall, Senior Nyikina 
Elder) 

This First Law for the Mardoowarra, the Warloongarriy river law, 
is manifested inter-generationally, inherited as the knowledge 
of connectivity between people, land, animals, birds, plants 
and living water systems. Everyone who has an association with 
the river, whether they are Indigenous or not, talks about the 
importance of this river. The Mardoowarra is the ‘River of Life’. 

 

REPORT DETAILS
Water resources of the Mardoowarra (Fitzroy River) catchment
By Ryan Vogwill, UWA
Available from:  
https://www.wildereness.org.au/fitzroy-river-river-report  

If you have problems accessing the report please contact 
Peter Robertson at The Wilderness Society WA.   
E: peter.robertson@wilderness.org.au  
M: 0409 089 020

We are at a critical point in our history where some of 
the proposed developments present a real threat to 
the land, to water and food security, as well as to our 
Kimberley way of life. Unless we can manage our most 
precious resource – water – wisely, the future of the 
region is likely to be very different to the past. 

Associate Professor Ryan Vogwill confirms the 
volumes of water needed for proposed developments 
(~200 GL/y) require a specific level of hydrological and 

... continued next page

mailto:office@petercullentrust.com.au
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hydrogeological understanding, including the linkages between water use 
and subsequent impact. This does not yet exist in the public domain. A 
basic, but sound, understanding of the impact of surface or groundwater 
allocation must be developed before any substantial allocations should 
be granted, particularly in such an important biogeographic region. There 
are several examples of environmental and economic damage in Australia 
and overseas caused by improper allocation of water resources owing to a 
failure to apply a rigorous planning process. If the process of developing the 
water resource of this catchment is conducted in the correct order, with an 
appropriate level of understanding acquired first, the existing environment, 
cultural, and other water users can be protected while supporting 
responsible long-term agricultural development. 

The report makes a strong case for Mardoowarra (Fitzroy River) Catchment 
Water Stewardship to facilitate transparent participatory planning to value 
existing natural, cultural and environmental assets and Kimberley people. 
A statement made by the Northern Territory Branch of the International 
Association of Hydrogeologists (IAH) (IAH 2015) to the Northern Territory 
Government is directly applicable to the situation in the Kimberley Region 
of Western Australia. 

In light of the recently revealed development plans, the regional 
water planning process needs urgent attention. The failure of the 
regulator to complete the regional water plan or create a new 
framework to allow appropriate allocation of the water resources 
could lead to a loss of confidence in the system as it has, according 
to the IAH, in the Northern Territory Government. Changes to 
government has caused several changes in policy that have not 
allowed the majority of recommendations for further investigations 
to be undertaken. To ensure water security in the region, data 
and knowledge gaps must be filled so that the allocation planning 
process is thorough and not rushed or neglected.

The report examined the available literature and Ryan Vogwill makes it clear 
that our understanding of biodiversity and culturally significant natural 
assets of the Fitzroy River is not complete. We have yet to comprehensively 
map and describe the biodiversity assets, link them to Indigenous heritage 
values and predict the impact of increased water use or large-scale land-
clearing for irrigation. The work completed highlights the high value of this 
relatively undisturbed ecosystem. Our understanding of the hydrology of 
the Fitzroy River is limited by a low gauging density, almost no information 
on salinity concentrations/loads and restricted amounts of groundwater 
monitoring. 

 
Review of the report: Water Resources of the Mardoowarra, continued

The report cover

* Dr Anne Poelina is a  
2011 Fellow of the Peter Cullen Trust  

Some Environmental Water Requirements 
have been developed for lower Fitzroy 
aquatic fauna but these according to Ryan 
Vogwill can be considered preliminary and 
do not cover the range of species already 
identified. Impacts to biodiversity assets, 
Indigenous heritage values, commercially 
relevant ecosystem services such as tourism, 
and commercial and recreational fisheries 
are also possible with additional water 
allocation, but cannot, on current data 
availability, be rigorously assessed. 

Reference
IAH (2015). Submission to the Northern Territory 

Government’s Discussion Paper: ‘Our Water 
Future’. July 2015.  NT Branch of International 
Association of Hydrogeologists (IAH) Australia.  
https://www.iah.org.au/wp-content/
uploads/2015/07IAH-NT-Our-Water-Future_Final.pdf

Aerial view of the Mardoowarra (Fitzroy R.)

https://www.iah.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/IAH-NT-Our-Water-Future_Final.pdf
https://www.iah.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/IAH-NT-Our-Water-Future_Final.pdf


10	 BRIDGING, Newsletter of the Peter Cullen Water & Environment Trust, no. 17,  Autumn 2016

Is the price right?  Understanding what 4 million people want from 
their waterway management services

       by Hannah Pexton*, Greg Bain* and Lauren Mittiga

How do we best understand what 4 million 
residents want in the Port Phillip & Westernport 

region, Victoria (covering greater Melbourne  
and beyond)? 

This was the challenge faced by Melbourne Water recently, in 
its role as the custodian of the region’s rivers, wetlands and 
estuaries.  

As we embarked on a ‘price submission’ process, which seeks 
funding through the Waterways & Drainage Charge over the 
next five years, the onus was on Melbourne Water to ensure 
that our budget requests were prudent and efficient, and that 
they aligned with what our customers want. The Waterways 
& Drainage Charge, about $100 per year, is paid by each 
property in the region and is regulated by the Essential Services 
Commission.

What?
What do our customers want? They tell us what they want 
through community engagement discussing our key strategies. 
In engagement sessions we explain Melbourne Water’s 
management of waterways, stormwater,  flooding and drainage.  

Is that enough? Have we really asked our customers what they 
want, in a way that enables them to give clear feedback? Have 
we asked them the amount of that service or outcome they 
want for their money?

The answer to each of those questions was not a clear ‘yes’.

That gave us a great opportunity to engage differently with our 
customers and find out exactly what they want from their ~$100 
per year – by asking them questions in plain English.

How?
How could we engage interactively with all the 4 million 
people living in our region?  And how could we get 
answers for each of the very varied services Melbourne 
Water provides? Those services include: habitat 
reinstatement, weed control, removing fish barriers, 
managing stormwater, environmental flows, pollution, 
mitigating flooding, and providing drainage services in 
new development areas, among others.

To find the answers, we embarked on an innovative new 
way of engaging with customers – through surveying a 
statistically valid number of people that represented the 
whole customer base, using a technique called SIMALTO 
analysis (Simultaneous Multi-Attribute Level Trade-
Off).  This technique involves assigning a set number of 
points to each person who fills in the online survey, and 
then crafting questions around the various attributes of 
waterways/stormwater/flood management. 

For each question, we devised 3–4 scenarios: a ‘busines 
as usual’ (bau) level of service, a lower-than-bau level of 
service, and one or two higher-than-bau levels of service.
An example page of the survey is shown below: 

Residential and business customers were asked to 
make choices in relation to 18 current and/or potential 
activities. The respondents had points to distribute 
across them – trading off between questions (services) 
to use up the number of points they had been assigned. 
For residential customers these points corresponded to 
a combination of activities with costs differing by ±16% 
from the current level of the Waterways & Drainage 
Charge. For businesses, the variation was ±10% of their 
current charge.  

Figure 1. Example presentation of choices offered to participants in the SIMALTO exercise

... continued next page
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For each of the 18 activity areas, survey participants 
were presented with a brief description of the key 
benefits of the activity, and were asked to nominate 
their preferred level – they were able to ‘buy’ their 
preferences from a pool of points, and could amend 
their choices at any time (see Figure 1). Many 
respondents ran out of points towards the last few 
questions and had to go back and settle for a lower 
level of service on some things they had already rated!

Customers were first asked some general introductory 
questions so we could see what they knew about 
Melbourne Water, and whether factors such as 
capacity to pay or vulnerability to flood risk were 
affecting their priorities and how they valued our 
services. After answering these, customers were given 
a maximum ‘point’ value and asked to distribute it 
between activities or outcomes. Three rounds with 
increasing point values were run.

By the end of the survey, the respondents could see 
what combination of services they would get at each 
of three different levels of their Waterways & Drainage 
Charge; they could select the level of charge they were 
comfortable with for the services they would receive.

Outcome
This exercise has helped Melbourne Water understand 
what mix of services customers want; the level of 
service they would like to see in the future for each 
service; and their willingness to pay for services, all 
in a transparent way. Using this information, we are 
in the process of reviewing our budgets according to 
what customers want, to ensure we are delivering the 
levels of service requested.

Our findings show that regardless of customers’ 
capacity to pay, their flood risk, environmental 
engagement or involvement in outdoor activity, 
customers had the same optimal combinations. Not 
only did they show the same broad preferences, but 
their preference shares were extremely similar.

This approach has allowed Melbourne Water to very 
clearly identify current and new services that meet 
customer expectations as well as identify the amount 
of money our customers are prepared to pay for these 
services. 

We can now focus on continual improvement, 
ensuring we reflect community aspirations and 
willingness to pay for our important services that 
ultimately protect the health of waterways in our 
region. 

*Hannah Pexton, 2015 Melbourne Water Fellow  
of the Peter Cullen Trust

*Greg Bain, 2013 Melbourne Water Fellow  
of the Peter Cullen Trust

Is the price right? continued
Agriculture in Northern Australia 

in 2030 – a discussion
 

What might success look like for plant 
focused agriculture across the North?

The Kimberley to Cape initiative is working 
to identifiy common ground and align 
messages around a prosperous and 
sustainable future for Northern Australia. 

This discussion paper is one of a series 
that aims to synthesise, simplify and share 
the views of diverse organisations and 

experts around what success might look like for specific sectors 
and topics. 

Only excerpts are provided here in BRIDGING. Please read the 
full paper at http://www.kimberleytocape.net.au/sharing-
stories-of-success-agriculture/ and please express your views! 

What success might look like

Agriculture in Northern Australia in 2030 is progressive, 
diverse and resilient, supplying high quality product to local 
and international markets. It has grown from the expansion 
of existing successful enterprises, incorporating innovative 
practices and technology, and has diversified away from 
traditional bulk, undifferentiated cropping to now encompass 
multiple models and scales of production. It is guided and driven 
by shared goals of strong regional communities, a diversified 
regional economy and an environmentally sustainable 
production base. It is a significant employer, and contributes to 
Australia’s export earnings, local and national food security, and 
regional vitality.

Pre-existing irrigation areas (e.g. Ord, Burdekin, Daly, 
Mareeba) have increased their economic, social, cultural and 
environmental value through a range of agreed measures and 
produce crops such as peanuts, chickpeas, cucurbits, chia, hemp, 
sandalwood, aromatic rice and tropical fruits. ... Across pastoral 
country 10–500 ha areas of irrigated and dryland fodder crops 
such as maize and sorghum are helping to finish cattle. 

More diversified agricultural enterprises such as aquaculture, 
crocodile farming, niche crops, bioprospecting and wild harvest 
products for the pharmaceutical, cosmetic and food industries 
are succeeding due to comparative advantages in markets, 
climate adaptation and social licence. These don’t need large 
areas of cleared land and/or large water allocations.  
...

Indigenous agricultural enterprises and support services are 
taking advantage of new markets and niches linked to their 
strengths. The ‘Centrefarm’ model is expanding and Indigenous 
communities benefit from nearby developments as part of an 
industry-wide commitment to co-benefits.

Biosecurity is now to agribusiness what safety is to the mining 
industry – routine wash downs, inspections, reporting of 
incidents, etc., are mitigating the high risk of breaches due to 

... continued next page

http://www.kimberleytocape.net.au/sharing-stories-of-success-agriculture
http://www.kimberleytocape.net.au/sharing-stories-of-success-agriculture
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increased movement of products and 
people, free trade agreements and more 
cropping. Effective monitoring and out-
break procedures limit new pests, weeds 
and diseases; precinct design and new 
technology such as lasers curb damage 
from geese, wallabies, etc.

Supply chains are vertically integrated, 
efficient, traceable and nimble in 
responding to fluctuations in markets, 
biosecurity needs, costs and natural 
events. ... Climate change mitigation 
and adaptation strategies are routinely 
included in decisions across the chain. 

Agriculture in the North supports 
and is supported by a local, vibrant 
agribusiness sector (e.g. in fertilisers, 
chemicals, machinery, engineering, 
mechanics, seeds, consultants, etc). 
Enterprises harness a skilled workforce, 
and are less reliant on seasonal 
workforces due to diversification, 
more double-cropping, automation, 
counter-seasonal products and strategic 
processing facilities. They use local 
contractors including Indigenous 
businesses. 

Water use efficiency has increased 
significantly since 2015 through 
advanced technologies, trading and 
new crop varieties. ... Major instream 
dams have not stacked up due to poor 
cost–benefit ratios, a lack of good sites, 
high evaporation rates and impacts on 
fisheries and natural and cultural values. 
Water is allocated according to agreed 
plans that meet National Water Initiative 
criteria and include reserves for future 
development by Traditional Owners.

A key success factor in the growth of the 
North’s agriculture industry has been 
the promotion of Northern Australia as 
a reliable supplier of safe, green, clean 
quality products through the use of 
leading practices, branding, marketing, 
accreditations and collaborations – these 
have been critical in securing our market 
advantage and have driven efficiencies 
in soil, water and nutrient management, 
lowering input costs and reducing 

environmental impacts. Many growers 
proactively contribute (beyond duty-of-
care) to the protection of the North’s 
natural values to help ensure long-term 
productivity, competitive advantage and 
a positive legacy.

The development model

Most players in the agricultural sector 
believe that the right development 
model is one that builds on existing 
successes, typically starting small and 
expanding if succesful. It’s one that 
emphasises diversification, works with 
the regional community and builds on 
the North’s clean, green credentials. This 
model is strategic, learns from the past 
and has less exposure to the multiple 
challenges that affect the North. 

This development model fits with the 
need for the North to focus on particular 
products and market windows. Unlike 
for beef and dairy, there is no easy 
Asian market for Northern Australian 
horticultural products since many 
Asian countries are themselves major 
producers and have significantly lower 
production costs. ...

The proposed model of development – 
a)	 building up from existing successes, 
b)	emphasising diversification and 

moving away from large scale 
monocultures, and 

c)	 capitalising on the North’s clean, 
green credentials –

has fewer risks and more benefits 
than an ’infrastructure-heavy’ model 
of development that uses relatively 
large water allocations, relies on low 
value or bulk commodities and is 
vulnerable to pests and disease. It also 
fits more closely with maintaining 
the outstanding natural and cultural 
values of Northern Australia, as long 
as collaborative robust, place-based 
planning is undertaken to ensure new 
agricultural developments are well 
placed, well designed and within agreed 
cumulative limits. 

Identifying common ground

The discussion paper poses these seven 
questions, to stimulate feedback – in 
general or in response to the questions:

1.	 To what extent do you support the 
draft picture of success and model of 
agricultural development for the North?  
...

2.	 Many groups are calling for policy 
certainty through collaborative 
place-based planning where local 
communities are involved in identifying 
desired futures and land uses etc for 
their region – do you support this? ...

3.	 How can we best ensure agricultural 
development in the North benefits local 
and regional communities? ...

4.	 How important is Northern Australia’s 
clean green image to you or your 
enterprise/ industry / sector and, if it is 
important, how can we maintain it in 
the face of major development of the 
North? ...

5.	 What should be the extent of (irrigated) 
cropping in the North? For example, 
should there be a regional land clearing 
limit to keep below? Also, are up to 
10 new 5000–25,000 ha irrigation 
regions across the North insufficient 
or excessive? Should there be ‘no 
go’ areas for cropping in addition to 
current conservation reserves, areas of 
Indigenous significance and matters 
protected under law? ...

6.	 Do you think it makes more sense for 
us to invest in existing irrigation areas 
(e.g. Burdekin, Ord), in opening up 
new irrigation regions or in small scale 
systems for pastoral properties? ...

7.	 What other agricultural-related issues 
do you feel are important to address to 
increase the common ground between 
different sectors and build a shared 
picture of a prosperous and sustainable 
future for Northern Australia? ... 

‘What might success look like for plant focused agriculture across the North?’ 
Discussion paper (excerpts only) continued from page 11

 

Please read the full paper at http://www.kimberleytocape.net.au/sharing-stories-of-success-agriculture
and provide your input and comments to Clare at:  kimberleytocape@iinet.net.au

Finally, the discussion paper proposes 
actions to move towards success.

http://www.kimberleytocape.net.au/sharing-stories-of-success-agriculture
mailto:kimberleytocape@iinet.net.au
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Letter from a Friend

Technical leadership: a personal summer reflection

They say old dogs can’t learn new tricks. That may be true, but I 
am more concerned about the prospect of forgetting old tricks. 
And I’m not an old dog. Headed that way perhaps, but I’m not 
there yet. 

What is the old trick I am fearful of forgetting? It’s one 
supporting technical leadership, and I learned it from being an 
admirer of Professor Peter Cullen, so I thought it appropriate to 
share here.

I had a wonderful January, spending the several weeks happily 
on my own in a quiet space, working away on various things 
while the rest of Australia seemed to be slip-slop-slapping on the 
beach. I was writing a journal paper, completing some consulting 
tasks, reading the literature, and even developing some bespoke 
coding to solve a statistical problem. All solitary kinds of things. I 
enjoy being in this space immensely.

My problem is that this is a very safe space for me be in. It is my 
comfort zone. Operating this way plays to my strengths and I am 
fully consumed by feeling productive. However, I also learned a 
long time ago – and this is the young-dog trick that I am fearful 
of losing – that if I let myself stay in my comfort zone for too long 
I become less engaged in the longer term. I have found that it is 
important to work against my personal preferences, for if they 
remain unchallenged they limit my potential to be effective.

I am not a natural leader but have held leadership positions. 
For a number of years I was a General Manager and Executive 
Director of a large international consultancy company, and I 
have tried to be a technical leader within the small sphere that 
is relevant to my skills and interests. And guess which leadership 
role I have found most difficult? The technical one. 

As a corporate leader I was surrounded by people giving me 
feedback, constantly telling me when to be more visible, more 
directive, more approachable, less unconsciously-biased, more 
proactive … I was given books to read, executive coaching, 
sent on personal development courses and judged from every 
angle; I have a filing cabinet full of personality test results. As 
long as I was open to feedback, I knew exactly which part of my 
leadership qualities needed more focus.

As an aspiring technical leader, I had no such support. The rules 
are different, as are the challenges. I haven’t seen any books 
written on technical leadership, not that I would read them 
anyway (have you ever read anything so condescending, self-

evident, or just downright vapid as books which outline the 
steps to effective leadership?). The problem for many aspiring 
technical leaders – if they are anything like me – is that the 
very attributes that make us good technically are the same 
characteristics that undermine our ability to be leaders.

When I completed my PhD I recall being asked what my ideal 
job would be. After careful thought I realised that my perfect 
job was one where people would push problems under my 
office door for me to solve. ... Seriously! 

At heart, I am an engineer, and prefer to solve problems 
rather than ask questions. I feel tired just thinking about the 
prospect of social networking, and would rather be thinking 
on my own than collaborating. I enjoy task over process. 
Thankfully, early in my career I learned that the above 
personal preferences are just that: they are preferences. They 
are not immutable, I just need to spend more effort than 
most others to work against them.

Which brings me back to Peter Cullen. Apart from 
his pivotal contribution to the Wentworth Group of 
Concerned Scientists, I remember him for his superb 
capacity to synthesise and communicate complex ideas. He 
communicated, simply and clearly, with other scientists, 
policy makers, politicians, and local community groups. He 
advocated for water in the environment in a way that helped 
others make decisions and take action. Yes, he had scientific 
gravitas, but his impact was due to his ability to apply 
attributes that scientists generally aren’t very good at using. 
I have no idea whether such leadership came naturally to 
him – that’s not the point: it was his capacity to leverage his 
scientific knowledge so effectively by these skills which has 
yielded a long-lasting legacy.

The danger of referring to such greats as Peter Cullen in a 
reflective piece on leadership is that we are left admiring 
from afar. His achievements are so far beyond us ordinary 
folk, what is there to learn? Well for me, it’s a prompt to work 
against my personal preferences. 

Being good at technical stuff is a necessary but not sufficient 
condition for having impact. Working on my own may 
increase my technical skills, but that’s an easy thing to do and 
won’t keep me engaged in the longer term. 

Spending effort connecting with people, on trying to inspire 
and motivate others, on thinking about how to attract and 
retain talented collaborators, and engaging with industry to 
understand problems from their perspective – that’s what 

I find most difficult and need to 
spend more energy on. That’s what 
will maximise the impact of the 
technical skills I have.

Note to self:  
KEEP MY OFFICE DOOR AJAR!

Associate Professor Rory Nathan 
The University of Melbourne

Friend of the Peter Cullen Trust


