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Conflict Resolution:

Community and the Environment

Bruce Coates

Estuary Management, NSW Department of Public Works

INTRODUCTION
The dictionary defines conflict as a sharp disagreement or incompatible behaviour. .

When individuals or groups have differences of opinion about catchment management, or
compete for the use of natural resources it usually ends up with conflict.

Conflict can occur over all sorts of things such as the validity of data and information or it
may involve friction based solely on personality differences. Conflicts are often territorial
over who controls what. It certainly occurs between government agencies and sections o
the community when 1t comes to environmental management.

Yet conflict is not necessarily a bad thing. It's a natural by-product of the strength of our
feelings and our passion about an issue. For effective management these conflicts should
not be suppressed or ignored. However, it takes great skill to handle conflict well and
achieve an equitable outcome.

It is clear that natural resources are limited and rival claims for their use or conservation
are going to be common. Conflict can occur as a result of the differing values people place
on the environment. It may involve vested interests or credibility. Even our differing level
of awareness can cause conflict. ‘

Examples, and there are many, include:
e development versus conservation;
e extractive industries versus habitat protection;
e competing demands for access to resources;
e acid sulphate runoff from farms causing fish kills;
e commercial versus recreational fishing;
e the allocation and cost of water supplies;
e logging versus national parks.

So what is happening that's leading to all these conflicts? Why is it that decision makers
always seem to be involved in bitter disputes with the community over the environment?

Perhaps we should look at some of the things we can do to create chaos, and then try and
avoid them.

Playing with misinformation

Putting out misleading facts or interpretations of the data. The community grapevine
can create chaos in a very short time with the wrong information.
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Don't talk to the community, and k ep a few secrets A~
If you hear something of value to your 'enemies'. don't tel] them. Keep it to
yourselt. You will 1 i -
Establish multiple groups

Get several teams working on the same thing and don't tell them about each other.
Keep them in the dark.
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Allow personality conflict to develop

Put two people who hate each other on the same team. Allow the friction to grow

and worry about it later. Let disputes drag on and let festering wounds develop.

Deliver overnight decisions |

Release an overnight policy strike and then see who loves you. Newcastle increased
the price of water overnight and caused a major public outcry. In the long run it

worked itself out.
Neglect the Environment in the 90's

Do lots of cursory stuff and hand out brown paper bags filled with glossy
brochures. Don't mention the environment in any of your strategic plans or annual

reports.
Play with the media

Let anyone talk to the media, especially if you are in a delicate political position. 1'
Encourage multiple press leaks. Attack ministers through the media.

Be indecisive

Encourage Ministers to sit on controversial reports

Hide everything and believe that the media won't find out. No-one would possibly

leak it; they all love you, don't they? "4
Raise expectations and don't deliver

Ask the community what they want, raise their hopes and then say they can't have it
because it costs too much.

Stick to antiquated legislation and procedures
Don't amend them, and hide behind all their complexities.

These are just a few. I'm sure we can all think of lots more. If you pursue just a couple of

these, you can usually end up with a bun fight in no time at all and a very disgruntled
community.






