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In 2003, the Department of Conservation introduced its Conservation with Communities Strategy. 
It was driven by the Government’s focus on improving working relationships with communities, by the impact of new projects motivated by conservation awareness funding allocated in the 2000 Budget, and in response to members of communities who wanted to get involved in conservation.

The strategy

The Conservation with Communities Strategy is a document to guide DOC staff so we work better with others to achieve better outcomes for conservation. 
The strategy covers how we work (our capability and style) and what we do (the outputs we deliver).

The strategy sets out five key messages:

· Conservation needs community support – we won’t get it done alone. 
· We value and respect community contributions – we need to put time and effort into building relationships based on trust and respect.

· We know when to lead, when to follow and when to let go – we need to be clear about the various roles we can take and consciously choose them to suit the circumstances.  

· We have confidence in our expertise – we need to confidently communicate priorities and be clear on our bottom lines where they exist.

· We recognise that implementation needs leadership.
How we work

The strategy looks at building DOC capability, which involves a focus on our organisational culture, our style, staff skills and integrating our work with communities. It includes being comfortable working with diverse groups, being risk aware – not risk averse, valuing communications skills when recruiting, and recognising that working for DOC means working with communities.
It highlights relationships as a building block to working together for conservation.
What we do 

The strategy has two parts – the first is about sharing conservation work.
That means responding to and initiating partnership opportunities, providing a range of ways for people to participate in conservation and through helping communities develop the skills they need to do conservation work, either independently or with us.  
The second part is about developing conservation commitment.

It is about raising people’s awareness of conservation issues and about working with education providers to build understanding and support for conservation.
One of the newer themes in this area is a focus on creative approaches to conservation. This has helped support our Wild Creations artists-in-residence programme in conjunction with Creative New Zealand.

Where did the strategy come from?
New Zealand’s history of conservation is one that has always been driven by people – and conservation is a social construct based on science, rather than being a science itself.  People have massively influenced our landscape.  Our conservation areas are public lands and waters – we try to discourage that colloquial term of “DOC estate” because it has connotations of private land or exclusive use.
Public opinion surveys have regularly rated DOC in in the top two places for favourability among government agencies, but people don’t think we’re so good at working with communities.

This external feedback reflects some of the results from our internal culture survey. We value “delivering quality results” while at the other end of the spectrum we’re not so keen on “taking calculated risks”, “welcoming new ideas” or being “curious about other ideas”. Our culture survey results tell us we’re most proud of working for DOC but less proud of our diversity and innovation.  

There continues to be an increasing demand from people who want to be involved in conservation – and we can’t match the demand all the time.
Some of the demographic changes in New Zealand have sharpened our focus as our traditional audiences of say tramping clubs and Forest and Bird branches becomes a smaller proportion of New Zealanders. And, in some ways, our relationship with tangata whenua has pushed us to think about our relationship with other communities.

How was it developed?

We developed the strategy using a range of staff from throughout the organisation, so it was not purely a “head office” initiative.  

We referred to some social research and we commissioned a small project looking at the values of middle New Zealand.
We undertook some external consultation to test our ideas with some of the key partners we work with.
What are the results?

The strategy has influenced the development of our Statement of Intent. It has also influenced the meaning of our outcomes. We now have two broad outcomes – protection and appreciation.  
The strategy has created healthy internal debate and caused people to reflect on their work with others. Of course there have been pockets of criticism with the two main messages being: “We are doing it already” or “We can’t do it without more money”.  

This isn’t quite true, though, as the strategy intends to influence the way we do things, rather than solely create new work. And some of the change is about subtly broadening our approach.
Having a strategy like this validates a focus on people, and sometimes it has been a struggle to get that in a conservation management organisation like ours.  
How is it being implemented?

DOC is a strongly decentralised delivery organisation so the implementation is happening locally.  There is national oversight and an implementation plan to guide this work. The plan covers five streams of action – systems, tools, training, communication, symbols.
The training programme is run in a workshop style and focuses on providing tools for staff to use when working in partnerships or on joint projects. It focuses on skills such as planning work in a group, dealing with conflict, evaluation, and keeping a group going over time. 
The programme also looks at the different roles DOC staff can play in groups, and how to determine which is the right role at the right time.  
Evaluation, built in as part of the implementation plan, links to the outcome measures in our Statement of Intent. These cover levels of public involvement in conservation projects (our stats show that one in four people contribute to some kind of conservation project every year), levels of understanding about conservation, and the views of the general public and key associates about how well we work with communities.
Research Results

We have a solid, although small, social science programme in DOC. One recent research project has helped us identify the key ingredients of successful partnerships.  

Based on a range of case studies, it identified leadership, stability, project planning, funding and structure, taking a business approach and acknowledging achievement as the features of effective DOC-community partnerships.

The project also looked at the factors that influenced the relationship between DOC and community groups. These included having a common motivation to work together, consistent staffing and support, clearly defined roles for DOC in the group, style and communication.

The next challenges

One of the major challenges is retaining momentum. The strategy was developed in 2002, introduced in 2003 and has gone through some natural cycles.

There is a lot more integration of community thinking into projects now, but more is needed.

The demand from communities to be involved with conservation work still outstrips our ability to respond and continue with our bottom-line programmes. That means we need to continue to upskill staff so we can effectively manage expectations.

There are some areas of uneven performance, so we need to be specific about what standards we expect so managers can be clear about performance.

We need more hard data on the value of voluntary effort and better describe and integrate community thinking within our systems.

We need to keep reflecting on our progress to date and being realistic about how long these types of changes take to truly become the way we do things at DOC.

Learnings

Leadership is essential. But that doesn’t mean you can’t make great progress using the bottom-up approach too. Key individuals on the ground can and do make a real difference.

Organisational culture is influential, but I think we need to focus on the individuals within our organisation – they make up the culture.
