
www.clw.csiro.au/naif/

Supporting decision makers in northern Australia: 
Frameworks to help address complexity & uncertainty



Northern Australia Irrigation Futures
(NAIF)

To provide new knowledge, tools and processes 
to support debate and decision making regarding 
irrigation in northern Australia

GOAL:

CORE PARTNERS:

http://www.lwa.gov.au/irrigation/default.asp
http://www.irrigationfutures.org.au/
http://www.clw.csiro.au/index.html
http://www.ourwaterfuture.com.au/
http://www.ipe.nt.gov.au/
http://www.affa.gov.au/
http://www.lwa.gov.au/


Northern Australia:
Unique features, opportunities & challenges
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• Increasing pressure for development

• Relatively intact ecosystems

• High social & cultural value for Indigenous & other Australians

• Multi jurisdictions with political & community focus



“Future and ongoing 
development of 
northern Australia’s 
land & water 
resources must take 
place in a strategic 
framework that is 
ecologically, culturally 
and economically 
sustainable…”

The National Plan for Water Security

National Plan for Water 
Security, January 2007



Knowledge and confidence

“…the three jurisdictions 
of the north – QLD, NT & 
WA – are facing 
increasing pressures to 
free up water for 
development, but the risk 
is that they lack sufficient 
knowledge of their rivers 
& groundwater systems to 
respond with
confidence.”

David Trebeck, National 
Water Commissioner, 
2006



What impacts on confidence?

Decisions about irrigation development are very complex
+

Lots of uncertainty
+ 

High risks & consequences
+

Higher community expectations and capable ‘watchdogs’
+

Increasing development pressure
+

Governments will need to continue to make decisions
= 

Risk averse

Wouldn’t you be?



Some things to ponder on

Must dealing with complexity result in more ‘red tape’?

How well are we using 
what is already known?

Does every uncertainty 
carry a high risk?



Unpacking sustainability: What factors 
are relevant? What are most important?



(Phillip Jauncey, SBS Insight Program: 
Running the River, 2007) 

Dealing with uncertainty and 
complexity: Utilising local knowledge



Is more research the only answer?

“While a mass of information and data is available
on various aspects of irrigation and irrigation 
management, it is often scattered across industries 
or locations or websites and is difficult to access…

Critically, this lack of accessible, centralised 
information leads to inappropriate management 
practices or duplication of research and 
resources.”

(Australian National Committee on Irrigation and Drainage, 
July 2007)
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Utilising all forms of available 
knowledge



Building confidence in irrigation decision 
making across northern Australia

• There is a widespread commitment to “doing better”
in northern Australia

• Trade-offs happen, either planned or unplanned. 
Surely its better to be in control of the process 

Jackie King 4 September 2007

• Success may depend on willingness to embrace 
uncertainty and complexity, and on developing a 
shared responsibility for addressing it



Building confidence in irrigation decision 
making across northern Australia

• We can do much better at using ALL available 
knowledge at the catchment and local level

• Use emerging technology & research on how, when 
& why different people seek and share knowledge

• Above all else, it’s about people and relationships



Managing knowledge to help deal with 
complexity and uncertainty
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Dealing successfully with the complexity of irrigation in 
northern Australia will require sophistication in decision 

making & irrigation management systems beyond 
anything that currently exists
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