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1.1 Background 
 

The Natural Resources Access Regulator (NRAR) is the NSW regulator for compliance and enforcement of water 
management legislation in NSW. NRAR was established in 2017, and while it is part of the Department of 
Planning, Industry and Environment (DPIE), it is an independent body, responsible for decisions about 
compliance and enforcement functions. It has responsibility for Licensing and approvals; Monitoring and 
auditing of the level of compliance; and Investigation and enforcement of the NSW water sharing laws. 

NRAR conducted a Community Benchmarking Study in 2020 to evaluate the progress the organisation had made 
against their objectives and to provide insight into community needs and preferences, and to inform the 
organisation’s strategic direction.   

Twelve months following this initial study, NRAR required a follow-up, shorter, ‘pulse survey’ to provide an 
update of some of the key performance measures amongst their stakeholders (including key stakeholders, water 
users and the general public).  

Having undertaken the benchmarking study for NRAR, Woolcott Research & Engagement was commissioned to 
undertake this project in 2021. 

 

1.2 Objectives  

 

The underlying objective of this pulse study was to determine current awareness and perceptions of NRAR and 
its charge and compare results (where sample sizes permit) with the 2020 benchmark study.  

In a more specific sense, the objectives of this study involved providing NRAR with feedback in relation to: 

• The level of community confidence in the enforcement of water laws; 

• Respondents’ experiences with water regulation and enforcement;  

• Attitudes and behaviours relevant to water management in NSW; 

• Views on breaking, and complying, with water rules; 

• Awareness and perceptions of NRAR/the regulator; 

• NRAR’s activities (including on-the-ground efforts, outreach and education) and how they are seen to 
contribute to confidence in enforcement; 

• Preferred channels to receive information about NRAR’s activities; and 

• Community perceptions of levels of compliance and non-compliance, including identifying potential and 
emerging non-compliance issues. 

 

1.3 Methodology 

 

1.3.1  Stakeholders 

While a qualitative approach was adopted for this audience segment for the benchmark study the benchmark 

in-depth interviews did include some quantitative metrics that were of benefit to the NRAR team. As such, it 

was decided that this audience should be investigated via a semi-structured survey for this pulse survey.  
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This involved some open-ended questioning to allow the stakeholders to freely voice their views in certain areas, 

but also maintained the quantitative metrics that were developed for the benchmark read.  

A total of n=25 semi-structured telephone interviews were conducted, split relatively evenly amongst the 

various sub-groups within this audience segment, as shown in the table below.  

Table 1: Profile of stakeholder segment interviews 

Stakeholder segment Number of interviews (n=25) 

Business, industry & commerce 3 

State & Federal agencies 5 

Recreational & interest groups 3 

Environment & conservation groups 4 

Universities & research centres 3 

Aboriginal groups 4 

Local government/Councils 3 

Total 25 

It must be noted that as there was a finite set of potential respondents in this audience segment, the number 
of interviews that could be conducted amongst this audience was somewhat limited, and as such care needs to 
be taken in comparing results from the benchmark to the pulse survey (as small sample sizes produce greater 
variation in results), and because of this, the results should be treated as ‘indicative’ rather than ‘absolute’. 
 

1.3.2  Regulated Entities 

In-line with the approach adopted for the benchmark read this component of the study was carried out via 
means of Computer Assisted Telephone Interviews (CATI).  NRAR provided a contact list of regulated entities 
generated by WaterNSW. 

A sample of n=350 regulated entities was achieved, which has a sampling error of +/- 5% at the 95% Confidence 
interval. 

All fieldwork was conducted by our in-house telephone interviewing team; and the end sample achieved by 
water user region is presented in the table overleaf: 
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Table 2: Profile of water user type/region sample 

Water user type/region Sample size 
(n=350) 

% of total 

Sydney South Coast 24 7% 

Hunter/New England 54 15% 

North Coast 44 13% 

Macquarie Western 31 9% 

Barwon/Far West 37 11% 

Murray 39 11% 

Lachlan 49 14% 

Murrumbidgee 47 13% 

Lower Murray Darling 25 7% 

Total 350 100% 

 

1.3.3  NSW General Public 

While the benchmark read amongst the general public involved some n=1,000 online interviews amongst NSW 
residents aged 18+, this pulse survey was carried out with a smaller but still robust sample of n=352 online 
interviews. A sample size of this magnitude has a sampling error of +/- 5% at the 95% Confidence Interval. 

In-line with the approach adopted for the benchmark read, potential respondents were sourced from a 
research-only online panel provider and a representative sample was achieved with quotas by age group, 
gender, and locality (regional vs. metropolitan) ensuring that the survey results were truly representative of the 
NSW population aged 18+. 

The end sample achieved, and weighting factors applied, by area is shown on the table below: 

Table 3: Profile of NSW general public survey – by location 

Water user type/region Sample size 
(n=350) 

Post weighted to reflect 
population % 

Greater Sydney 103 63 

Newcastle and Hunter 51 9 

Illawarra and Southern Highlands 49 6 

North Coast 49 8 

North Western NSW 49 7 

Southern NSW 51 7 

Total 352 100 
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1.4 Research findings 

 
1.4.1 Water issues and familiarity with the water laws 

Stakeholders reported a variety of water issues that they felt were an important focus for the NSW government 
- mainly relating to the impact of water laws on the rivers systems and environment; water security for farmers 
and irrigators; Indigenous rights to water; the on-going management of the Murray Darling Basin; and the 
complexities and confusion dealing with the various government water entities. 

While all the Stakeholders were aware that water rules existed, the level of familiarity with specific rules varied 
considerably by stakeholder group, and between individuals.   While still perceiving them to be highly important, 
the general public generally tended to be less knowledgeable about the water rules and their enforcement. 

1.4.2 Attitudes regarding NSW water laws 

As with the benchmark study, respondents in each of the key groupings indicated that it was very important for 
the NSW water laws to be enforced (see Figure 1), with the mean importance scores ranging from 8.5 to 9.7 out 
of 10. The pulse survey ratings for importance were generally above those of the benchmark survey.  

The regulated entity respondents also indicated that compliance was important in order to be ‘fair to other 
users’ and also because ‘it’s the right thing to do’.   

Figure 1: Importance of enforcing NSW water rules 

 
 
 

In terms of the consequences of non-compliance, agreement remained strong (69% agreement) amongst 
regulated entities that ‘they are aware of the consequences of breaking water rules’ and that they know the 
rules that they need to follow.  Amongst the general public respondents, only just over a third agreed that they 
knew the consequences of breaking water rules (34% excl. Don’t Know (DK) responses, which is down 11 
percentage points from 2020). 

There remain some fairly negative attitudes about the historic management of water laws in NSW, with about 

half of the regulated entity respondents agreeing that it ‘has always been mismanaged in NSW’ and 50% of the 
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general public indicating likewise (excl. DK responses) – with both of these results being unchanged since the 

benchmark study. 

1.4.3 Confidence in enforcement 

Overall, there was moderate confidence in the enforcement of NSW water laws, and improvement with this 
measure over the past 12 months was only evident amongst the key stakeholders (amongst whom the mean 
score increased from 5.5 to 6.4).  

However, the mean confidence level amongst the general public declined from 6.4 to 5.5 (see Figure 2) – with 
a similar outcome evident for regulated entities (the mean decreased from 6.1 to 5.4). 

Figure 2: Confidence that water rules are being enforced 

 

The main suggestions from the general public that would result in greater confidence were to increase visibility 
and awareness (26%) and to enforce the water laws – including having harsher penalties (24%). Regulated 
entities also felt that NRAR should provide education about the rules, with the next most common suggestions 
being to increase NRAR’s ability to detect breaches as well as to be harsher in terms of fines and prosecutions. 

Stakeholders suggested that reasons why confidence had increased were because they have seen or heard that 
they have been communicating with community members and they themselves had had direct experience with 
them. The main reasons confidence amongst stakeholders was still relatively low were a lack of awareness and 
presence in the community; due to the perception that politics was involved; because of the ‘history’ or past 
perceptions rather than anything recent; and because of the difficulties and complexities involved in monitoring 
water use.  

1.4.4 Awareness of NRAR 

NRAR was generally known by almost all stakeholders, although the level of direct involvement with them varied 
a great deal.  There were also a few stakeholders who had heard of NRAR but had not seen or read anything 
about them, and some who were confused about their role versus other entities. 

Awareness of NRAR amongst the general public increased since the benchmark study (from 26% to 34%), while 
amongst regulated entities it remains unchanged (see Figure 3) - with 20% indicating that they had heard of 



 

8 

NRAR Community Pulse Survey Report 
July 2021 

them. Across both groups the main source of awareness was said to be through the news and via word of 
mouth/friends. 

Figure 3: Awareness of NRAR

 
1.4.5 Performance of NRAR 

When asked to score NRAR on a number of performance measures, the outcomes amongst the regulated 
entities was generally in-line with benchmark measures – with a decrease of nine percentage points being the 
most marked change (for ‘communicating sufficiently’). Perceptions amongst the general public respondents 
were somewhat more variable - with sizeable decreases for being ‘independent of other areas of government’ 
and ‘communicating sufficiently’. 

Perceptions amongst stakeholders were more mixed – with a large decrease evident for being ‘independent of 
other areas of government’ but a similar sized increase evident for ‘contributing to sustainable water 
management’ (see Table 4).    

Table 4: Agreement that NRAR is making a positive difference to the enforcement of NSW water rules 

In the last 12 months… (TOTAL AGREE– excl. DK) General Public 
% 

(change from 2020) 

Regulated Entities 
% 

(change from 2020) 

Stakeholders 
% 

(change from 2020) 

I believe NRAR will respond to any 

suspicious activities I report 

62 (-9) 80 (+1) 75 (-10) 

NRAR is independent of other areas of 

government 

49 (-11) 54 (-5) 55 (-26) 

NRAR is impartial 47 (-8) 56 (-8) 70 (-4) 

NRAR contributes to sustainable water 

management 

63 (-4) 53 (-7) 85 (+21) 

NRAR is good at detecting illegal water 

activity  

47 (-3) 43 (-) 35 (-5) 

NRAR is communicating sufficiently  29 (-13) 30 (-9) 40 (+15) 



 

9 

NRAR Community Pulse Survey Report 
July 2021 

One of the key measures evaluated was the extent to which NRAR was perceived to be making a positive 
difference. After ‘don’t know’ responses were excluded, over half of the general public and regulated entity 
respondents (53% for each) indicated that NRAR were making a positive difference – though both measures are 
down slightly from the benchmark levels (see Figure 4). 

However, amongst stakeholders there was an increase in the perception that NRAR are making a positive 
difference (increasing from 71% to 78%, excluding ‘don’t know’ responses). 

Figure 4: Agreement that NRAR is making a positive difference to the enforcement of NSW water rules 

 
 
 

Further ratings of NRAR’s performance revealed that while there were relatively high agreement levels for NRAR 
‘undertaking successful court actions and issuing penalties’ across all groups (see Table 5), there was mixed 
feedback about NRAR being ‘transparent and open about its operations and processes’, with stakeholders again 
giving higher scores (mean 6.5) while the general public and regulated entities were again less positive (mean 
score of 5.6). 

‘Listening to and understanding the needs of the community’ remains an area where improvement is required 
across all groups, especially amongst the general community where a decline was recorded. 

 Table 5: NRAR performance ratings – scores out of 10 

Mean scores out of 10 – excl. DK General Public 
(change from 2020) 

Regulated Entities 
(change from 2020) 

Stakeholders 
(change from 2020) 

Undertakes successful court actions and 

issues penalties and fines 

5.8 (-0.7) 6.1 (-) 7.0 (-) 

Is transparent and open about its operations 

and processes 

5.6 (-0.6) 5.6 (+0.2) 6.5 (+0.1) 

Responds fairly and proportionately to non-

compliance 

5.7 (-1.0) 5.5 (-0.4) 6.1 (-0.4) 

Listens to and understands the needs of 

water users and the community  

5.8 (-0.8) 5.0 (-0.2) 5.5 (+0.3) 
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Amongst the in-depth interviews with stakeholders, the main positive and negative perceptions of NRAR were 
as follows: 

Positives: 

• They are approachable and prepared to meet face to face and follow up on issues and communicate to 
the parties involved  

• While a new organisation, there is evidence that they are improving and making a positive impact  

• They are issuing more fines and liaising with water users  
Negatives: 

• Some of their processes are slow and bureaucratic – and lack good customer service 

• Some officers lack practical field experience 

• They lack a presence in local communities 

• They are under resourced 

• NRAR automatically receive negative publicity because of the historical negative publicity associated 
with the Murray Darling Basin 

• Penalties are insufficient 

• Lack of independence/too much politics involved 
 

1.4.6 Awareness of NRAR activities 
 
When read a list of the activities that NRAR undertakes, across all three groupings there was relatively high 
awareness of the use of data analysis and remote surveillance techniques, as well as NRAR having officers that 
patrol water sources (see Table 6).  Awareness was lowest for providing education and workshops.  

Table 6: Awareness of NRAR activities 

Proportion aware (%) General Public 
% 

Regulated 
Entities % 

Stakeholders 
% 

NRAR provides education and workshops to make 

it easier for people to comply  
13 19 40 

NRAR publishes details of convictions and 

penalties 
21 42 50 

NRAR uses data analysis and remote surveillance 

techniques to detect and investigate breaches  
41 50 70 

NRAR releases reports and statements about its 

recent activities, achievements and enforcement  
22 35 55 

NRAR engages with the community to understand 

needs and issues, and to jointly generate ideas 

for better compliance 

24 33 45 

NRAR publishes the policies and procedures it 

uses to make enforcement decisions  
37 32 45 

NRAR’s officers actively patrol water sources 

across the state and respond to alerts of possible 

illegal activities 

41 52 60 
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1.5 Conclusions/future considerations 

This pulse survey has found that, as with the benchmark study, the majority believe that it is highly important 
for the NSW water laws to be enforced.  The existence of water laws is well known amongst stakeholders 
however there remains a perceived complexity and confusion regarding the various roles of the government 
entities regarding water rules.   

Community confidence in water law enforcement has increased amongst those who have the greatest level of 
involvement with regulation, that is, the key stakeholders. However, amongst regulated entities and the general 
public confidence levels have not improved.   

Correspondingly stakeholders are well aware of NRAR but there is still limited awareness of the organisation 
amongst regulated entities and the general public. In that regard, there is still scope for NRAR to increase its 
public profile so that more water users and members of the general public are aware of its existence and role.  
With greater awareness there is greater potential for improved community confidence.  

A similar pattern has emerged regarding perceptions of how NRAR have been performing, with stakeholders 
indicating improvements in some of NRARs performance indicators. In particular, amongst stakeholders, 
perceptions that the organisation is making a positive difference to the enforcement of water rules have 
improved. Meanwhile perceptions are largely unchanged or slightly lower amongst the regulated entities and 
the general public.  

Improvements have been noticed by stakeholders who feel that NRAR are approachable, are making positive 
improvements and are issuing more fines and liaising with water users.   

This study has indicated that confidence in NRAR and water law enforcement increases particularly when the 
community is aware that: 

• officers patrol the water sources and respond to illegal activities, 

• data analysis and remote surveillance techniques are used, 

• NRAR provides education and workshops to make it easier to comply, and 

• NRAR engages with the community to understand needs and issues. 

There are also frequent suggestions that confidence in NRAR would increase if they were able to increase their 
visibility in the community and communicate the harsh penalties that have been imposed for breaking the water 
laws.     

Further confidences could be gained if there was greater assurance that:  

• NRAR has sufficient resources and ‘people on the ground’, 

• politics is not involved, 

• they are improving their processes and customer service, 

• NRAR are trying to address or simplify some of the complexities surrounding the water rules, and 
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• NRAR are focussing on illegal activities such as metering issues, illegal pumping, over extraction and 
diversion of nature water flows.  
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