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The NSW government in collaboration with local councils and key stakeholder organisations of the
Richmond River Catchment in NSW have completed a process to identify, scope and develop a
preferred governance and funding framework for delivering improved river health outcomes.

This process has been run as an independent study by Alluvium Consulting Australia (Alluvium) and
Natural Capital Economics NCE), working in collaboration with local government, the Department of
Planning, Industry and Environment (DPIE) and stakeholder groups.

The study was jointly funded by the NSW Office of Environment and Heritage’s Coastal and Estuaries
Grants Program and the local governments of Ballina Shire, Lismore City, Richmond Valley, Byron
Shire, Kyogle and by Rous County Council.

Towards future governance

Over recent decades multiple partnership projects have been delivered across the Richmond River
Catchment by councils, state agencies, industry and community groups. A foundation of good-will,
existing relationships and capacity building now provides a strong platform for the future.

The development of a new governance arrangement has been affirmed as a priority action in multiple
past plans and strategies, and across stakeholder groups. The new framework will assist to co-
ordinate projects, avoid duplication and mitigate the ongoing degradation of the river system, and
improve environmental, economic, and social opportunities for current and future generations.

The purpose of the current study was to identify effective and suitable governance and funding
options that will assist local and state government organisations to work together more efficiently to
increase investment in natural resource management to improve the health of the Richmond River
and its catchment.

The desired governance framework is:

‘A framework that facilitates the alignment of authority and accountability, relationships,
formal and informal systems and processes, and resources and funding, to ensure the values
of the Richmond River catchment are protected and enhanced.

A framework that will encompass attributes of authority, accountability, stewardship,
leadership, coordination, collaboration, and direction’.

The review process
The development of options for future governance in the Richmond River catchment drew on
multiple lines of inquiry. This included the following elements as documented in this report:

e Anunderstanding of the Richmond River catchment context (stakeholders, values, pressures,
governance context, successes and challenges, and opportunities for the future) (Sections 1, 3
and 4 and 7 of this document)

e An appreciation of governance theory — definition and attributes of effective frameworks
(Section 5)

e Areview of national and international experiences on governance and funding arrangements
for NRM generally (Section 5 and Appendix A)
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e Afocused stakeholder engagement process to confirm historical context, catchment values
and principles and desired attributes and indicators of an efficient future governance
framework (Sections 2, 3, 7 and 8)

This engagement process include workshops (four) and interviews with representatives of
shire Councils, Rous County Council, North Coast Local Land Services, Traditional Owners,
industry and community groups.

e An appreciation of the theory on efficient investment and funding, and the broad spectrum of

funding options and priority sources for the Richmond River catchment (Section 6 and 9)

e The consultant project team’s previous experience with governance in NRM settings,
including a range of example case studies (Appendix A)

e Additional internal discussions and interviews across State and Local Government
stakeholders (conducted by DPIE) to refine details in the governance options.

Throughout the review process there was strong agreement across stakeholders in relation to the
values and drivers for change in the Richmond River catchment, and the principles for future
governance.

Framework options
Six different options for future governance of the Richmond River catchment were developed for
consideration. These are (as defined in Section 10 of this document):

e Richmond River Catchment First Australians Partnership

e Richmond River Collaborative Partnership

e Richmond River Councils Partnership

e Expanded Rous County Council

e Richmond River Coordinator

e Department of Planning, Industry and Environment Lead —

0 Marine Estate Management Authority (MEMA) led by Environment, Energy and
Science (EES)

0 OR Local Land Services (LLS) lead.

Frameworks were evaluated through both qualitative and semi-quantitative approaches based on
evaluation criteria developed in collaboration with stakeholders.

The preferred frameworks were a Richmond River Coordinator (interim role), moving to a
Collaborative Partnership model, or alternatively a NSW government agency lead (LLS or MEMA).
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Recommended pathway

Based on the combined results of the governance review process, two possible transition pathways
towards a more effective governance of the Richmond River are proposed:

1. Recommended pathway: State Government appoint a Richmond River Coordinator, hosted by
the newly formed Department of Planning Industry and Environment, who works with
stakeholders to create an independent Collaborative Partnership

2. Alternative pathway: A Richmond River Coordinator works with a NSW agency lead to

improve its capacity in delivering agreed outcomes for the Richmond River. Agency options
include the North Coast LLS or MEMA (led by EES).

The recommended pathway is an opportunity to create a new, inspiring, and genuinely collaborative
model for the governance of the Richmond River catchment and estuary. Strong stakeholder support
underpins this recommendation.

Suitable and sustainable funding and financing mechanisms have been identified to facilitate
increased investment and measurable change in the health of the Richmond River. This report
provides a proposal to the NSW government to support the recommended framework, on behalf of
local government, relevant state agencies and other key stakeholders.

Richmond River at Ballina: Source https.//nnswilhd.health.nsw.qov.au/
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1 Introduction

1.1 Context

The Richmond River catchment is located in far north-east New South Wales (NSW) (Figure 1),
bordered by the Tweed and Brunswick River catchment to the north, and the Clarence River
catchment to the south. The Richmond River catchment area is approximately 6,850 km? (the sixth
largest in NSW), with an extensive floodplain zone (approximately 1,000 km?) and large floodplain to
catchment ratio.

The catchment is the traditional home to the Bundjalung Nation, including the Widjabul/Wia-Bal,
Ngayngbul, Arakwal, Ngandawal, Minjungbul, Bandjalang, and Githabul peoples. Europeans first
explored the region in 1828 and cedar getters began to arrive in 1842 to settle in the area. The
catchment today is highly valued by the community, supporting local economies in agriculture,
commerce, tourism and recreation.

The River, with its associated catchment, wetlands and waterways, supports a rich biodiversity and a
range of important environmental functions. The Richmond catchment is part of a biodiversity
‘hotspot’ supporting World Heritage rainforest as well as a number of Endangered Ecological
Communities and many Threatened Species.

The early exploitation of cedar and then white settlement on fertile soils has changed both the
landscape and the river itself, although the river continues to perform a range of important
environmental functions and is a support to local industry, most importantly agricultural production.

The natural characteristics of the Richmond River catchment, such as the large floodplain to
catchment ratio, extensive former wetland areas and fertile but steep topography are elements that
can exacerbate the impact of human pressures over time.

Historic broad-scale land clearing and floodplain drainage, exposure of acid sulfate soils, floodplain
wetlands, surface and groundwater use and extraction contribute to significantly changed flow
regimes, creek morphology and nutrient loads. These factors contribute to the degradation of the
waterway and the occurrence of undesirable events such as poor water quality episodes (including
periods of very low dissolved oxygen and subsequent fish kills). Continuing land use change within the
catchment, increasing population and the impacts of global climate change will also contribute to
these management challenges.

In recent years there have been several recommendations to enhance governance arrangements in
the Richmond River catchment, to boost investment and the implementation of actions required to
improve catchment health.

This report documents the approach and outcomes from a five-month process undertaken in
collaboration with the NSW government, local councils of the Richmond River Catchment, and other
key stakeholders to identify, scope and develop a preferred governance framework for delivering
improved river health outcomes across the catchment.
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Figure 1. Richmond River catchment (OEH , 2019)
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1.2 Stakeholders

Traditional Owners and First Australians

The Bundjalung people (also known as Bunjalung, Badjalang and Bandjalang) are the First Peoples
who are the original custodians of northern coastal area of New South Wales including the Richmond
River. The Bundjalung Country comprises various tribal groups and clans including Widjabul/Wia-Bal,
Ngayngbul, Arakwal, Ngandawal, Minjungbul, Bandjalang, and Githabul peoples.

A number of Aboriginal stakeholder groups have an active role in the management and protection of
the Richmond River, these include the Aboriginal Land Councils (LALCs) (Table 1), Native Title Groups
(Table 2) and the Githabul Rangers. The Githabul Rangers are a natural resource management team
based in northern NSW, and work in partnership with the Githabul community to protect and improve
important natural and cultural sites across 110,000 hectares of Githabul country by implementing
projects that utilise contemporary and traditional natural resource management knowledge (Githabul
Rangers 2019). The Githabul People also have an Indigenous Land Use Agreement registered with
National Native Title Tribunal.

Table 1. Local Aboriginal Land Councils

Land Council

Gugin Gudduba LALC

Muli Muli LALC (eastern part)
Casino-Boolangle LALC

Bogal LALC

Ngunlingah LALC

Jali LALC

Table 2. Native Title groups

Native Title Group

Western Bundjalung People Part A
Bandjalang People #1

Bandjalang People #2

Bandjalang People #3

Bandjalang People #4

Widjabul Wia — bul People
Githabul People

Local Government

Local Government Area position in catchment
Kyogle

Kyogle

Richmond Valley (upper)

Coraki

Lismore

Ballina and Richmond Valley (estuary)

Local Government Area — Claim registered within catchment
Kyogle, Richmond Valley

Richmond Valley

Richmond Valley, Lismore

Richmond Valley, Lismore

Richmond Valley

Kyogle, Richmond Valley, Lismore, Ballina

Kyogle

The Richmond River catchment includes five Local Government Areas:

o Kyogle

e Lismore City

e Richmond Valley
e Byron Shire

e Ballina Shire
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Rous County Council provides weed, flood mitigation and bulk water supply services under a Service
Level Agreement, within the catchment.

State Government

Numerous NSW government agencies also operate within the catchment within their areas of
responsibility including the Department of Planning Industry and Environment (comprising the former
Crown Lands, Water Floodplains and Coast, Fisheries, Agriculture, Land Use Planning, Water and
National Parks and Wildlife Service), which also includes North Coast Local Land Services (pests,
sustainable agriculture, etc.), and further discussed in Section 4.

Industry bodies

Various industry bodies represent commercial, recreational and other interests in the catchment
including commercial and recreational fishers, industry, canegrowers, Landcare, agriculture,
horticulture and environmental groups. These stakeholders have contributed to previous catchment
and estuary improvement actions and representatives, and have an active ongoing role in future
management.

Local government were asked to assist with the nomination of industry and community stakeholders
for the governance review process. Industry bodies asked to participate included NSW Farmers,
NORCO, North Coast Meat Co-operative, Ballina Fishermans Co-operative, Richmond Landcare Inc,
Sunshine Sugar, Richmond River Canegrowers Co-operative, Far North Coast Dairy Industry, Australian
Macadamia Society and a number of Landcare and environmental community groups.

The process of communication and engagement undertaken with all the key stakeholders for the
development of Richmond River Governance options is described in Section 2.2. The list was not
exhaustive and contact was made during the process with other stakeholders who were briefed on
and included in the engagement. This report is not the final engagement product and it is envisaged
that any ongoing initiatives will continue to make contact with stakeholders.

1.3 Catchment and estuary values

Catchment and estuary values for the Richmond River Catchment are significant across the ecological,
economic, social and cultural spheres. The landscape has a rich cultural significance and heritage for
the Bundjalung people and is one of the earlier white regional settlement locations on the East Coast
of Australia. The significance of the Richmond River catchment and estuary has been well
documented (Hydrosphere Consulting 2011; Ryder et al. 2015). A synopsis of key values includes the
following elements.

Traditional Owner values

The Richmond River estuary has spiritual and cultural significance for local communities. The
Traditional Owners and custodians of the study area are the Bundjalung and Widjabul people. Given
the long period of Aboriginal use of the land there are numerous sites around the Richmond River
estuary that are of Aboriginal heritage significance (e.g. art sites, camp sites, middens, fishing and
hunting areas, caves and rock shelters, burial sites, mythological sites and scarred trees). Both
Aboriginal and European heritage sites and items exist in and around the catchment and their
recognition and protection are important to the local community.

Townships on the water

Many significant urban and rural townships are located within the catchment with most located on
the banks of the Richmond River estuary system including Lismore on the Wilsons River, Kyogle and
Casino on the upper Richmond River, Coraki (near the meeting of the Wilsons and Richmond Rivers),
Woodburn, Wardell, and Ballina on the lower sections of the Richmond River.
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Socially and economically, the Northern River is colloquially known as the ‘region of villages’ reflecting
the original European settlement pattern of small villages across the landscape with the larger towns
of Casino and Lismore forming the central business districts. In more recent years, Ballina has
assumed greater importance as the region becomes more urbanised and the ‘sea-change’
phenomena creates high demand for new homes.

It is expected that the realignment of the Pacific Highway between Woolgoolga and Ballina will
change the nature of other river towns such as Broadwater, Woodburn and Wardell when the
highway no longer moves through the township. The network of villages and small and large towns
creates a complex social picture where formerly predominantly farming communities have moved
toward a service economy. Lifestyle blocks have owners with different ambitions for their land, and in
some locations farmland is being managed by industry associations to avoid a loss of critical mass in
harvest volumes.

Environmental values
Environmental values identified for the Richmond River catchment include:

e Biodiversity: Areas of extremely high biodiversity, resulting from the wide range of soil types,
climate and topography across the region.

o National Park: Large areas of National Park (Broadwater, Bundjalung and Bungawalbin
National Parks) and Nature Reserves (Richmond River, Yarringully, Ballina and Tuckean Nature
Reserves, amongst others).

o Wetlands: The Bundjalung National Park and the Broadwater wetlands are listed in the
Directory of Important Wetlands in Australia. The estuarine wetlands of the Richmond River
catchment provide habitat for a large number of migratory waders including federally listed
threatened species.

e Fish: The estuary is a significant contributor to the Australian east coast fishery through a
range of mechanisms including direct contribution to catches, provision of nursery habitats,
spawning stock and nutrients for offshore fisheries.

e Habitat: The wetlands of the Richmond River catchment provide habitat for one of the widest
ranges of wetland dependant threatened species in NSW. The high-energy nature of the NSW
north coast means there are no intertidal wetlands between estuaries, so there is a natural
fragmentation of these habitats on a regional scale, giving weight to the conservation
significance of habitats in each estuary.

e Significant species: In addition to the high fisheries/productivity value, the river supports
species, habitats and communities of conservation concern (Hydrosphere Consulting, 2011).

Productivity

The highly fertile nature of the Northern Rivers and the Richmond River catchment is both an
economic opportunity and, where poorly managed, an environmental risk. High returns attract
investment for production, but there needs to be a corresponding investment in ensuring best
management practice is implemented.

Agricultural use across the entire Richmond River catchment is a major driver of the regional
economy. Cattle for meat and dairy, sugarcane cropping, horticulture (including macadamia but also
vegetables, cut flowers and other tree crops) are featured across the catchment. The Richmond River
estuary has also traditionally been a regionally important commercial and recreational fishery, with
the Sydney rock oyster harvested within the Richmond River.
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Tourism and recreation

More recently, tourism, recreation and education have become major economic drivers for the North
Coast Region. Outdoor recreation and sports (e.g. swimming, fishing, boating) are popular activities,
particularly in the lower estuary near Ballina. Tourism has been identified as a priority industry for the
North Coast Region.

The values of the Richmond River catchment were further explored during the development of
Richmond River Governance framework options, as discussed in section 4.1 of this report.

1.4 Ecosystem health pressures

Prior to European settlement the catchment supported the Big Scrub rainforest community, which is
now an Endangered Ecological Community. Extensive wetland and swamp formations were also
present on the floodplain supporting large fish and oyster populations in the estuary. The area is still
considered, as previously mentioned, a biodiversity hotspot but it does struggle with weeds, feral
animals, poor water quality and a lack of native vegetation as threats to its ecological value. National
Parks and Nature Reserve preserve small areas of vegetation and animals, and large wetlands in the
estuary and the catchment continue to provide some of their former ecological functions.

Post European settlement landscape changes
Notable catchment changes since European settlement include the following:

e Vegetation clearing: Broadscale clearing of both catchment slopes and floodplain locations,
with corresponding hydrological change.

e Drainage: Constructed drainage on floodplains, impacting natural hydrology and processes,
including interception of acid sulfate soils. The hydrology of the floodplain has been
significantly modified. The naturally swampy floodplain has been extensively drained via
complex networks of drainage channels and floodgates.

e lLanduse change: Most of the cleared and drained lands are utilised for cattle grazing or sugar
cane production. While urban areas account for only 2% of the land around the Richmond
River estuary, the urban growth rate is rapidly increasing. The population of Lismore City,
Ballina and Richmond Valley Shires now exceeds 100,000 and future urban expansion will be
necessary to accommodate projected increases in population.

e Water extraction: Significant amounts of extraction for bulk (urban) water supply as well as
(cropping) irrigation on both major tributaries and smaller creeks.

e Vegetation change: Replacement of flood tolerant native vegetation with exotic pastures,
which do not tolerate inund