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Insights into the importance of project organising in  

preventing species extinction in Australian 

 

ABSTRACT 

Effective and efficient management of recovery programs is important, especially in Australia due to 

an extraordinary high rate of fauna extinction. There is a lack of integration of project management 
tools and processes for the organisation and the delivery of recovery interventions in Australia. This 

paper discusses where the Australian recovery programs show deficits in the important aspects of 

project organising and management. The paper also presents how Australian recovery interventions 
can realise more effective and efficient conservation outcomes by improved project organisation 

through the application and integration of project management approache. 

 

Keywords: biodiversity conservation, recovery programs, grounded theory, project 

management, project organisation 

 

INTRODUCTION 

There are many reasons for biodiversity conservation. Conservation is important in securing 

bio-resources (such as timber and pharmaceutical drugs) and ecosystem services, the essential 

biological functions that are provided free of charge by living organisms, such as bees pollinating 

crops and natural filtering of water (World Resources Institute 2005). Humans also derive pleasure 

from the natural world and conservation can be considered an ethically justified requirement, as no 

one species has the right to drive others to extinction (Campagna & Fernández 2007). 

On account of these ethical and economic imperatives, it is paramount that all conservation 

efforts are organised as effectively and efficiently as possible.  One of the authors, during her 

professional career in conservation over the last 15 years, found that conservation efforts in Australia 

appear to be lacking a consistent approach to project organisation, or sufficient project planning and 

integration to enable effective and efficient management of conservation projects.    

This paper focuses on a specific type of conservation effort, threatened species recovery 

(hereafter referred to as recovery). Recovery efforts, often referred to as ‘programs’, concentrate on 

improving the sustainability and security of a threatened species, or group of species, so that it is no 

longer threatened and can be downlisted to a lower threat category, or removed from the formal and 
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published threatened species lists (EPBC 2015; IUCN 2015). Recovery is a legislative requirement in 

countries such as the USA and Australia. Recovery plans are written for a variety of species and, in 

Australia, the recovery planning process is legislated under the EBPC Act 1999 in Australia. 

Government agencies play a key role in the organisation of interventions for recovery programs. 

However conservation organisations, such as the Australian Wildlife Conservancy, private 

organisations and zoos, are also involved. 

A recent survey from WildTeam (2015) identified that project management capabilities are 

important for conservationists, but shows that two thirds of conservationists are under-performing in 

conservation programs due to a skills gap in project management capabilities and the lack of project 

management training in this field. In the context of this paper, that would explain why project 

organising and project management may not be integrated very well in recovery program 

management. The current challenges of recovery in Australia are discussed, with examples to 

illustrate how an integrated project management approach can provide benefits for recovery 

management of threatened species. 

Issues with recovery programs  

Australia is one of the seven countries with the highest threatened species count in the world 

(Waldron et al. 2013). It is clear that despite the efforts of conservationists and the input of 

considerable funds, Australian wildlife recovery programs are not achieving conservation outcomes 

effectively, as Australian species extinction is still on the rise (Flannery 2012; McCarthy, et al. 2008; 

Woinarski & Fisher 2014). 

Taking Australian birds as an example, the annual expenditure of AUD$59K for each of 127 

threatened birds (a total of AUD$7.4M), resulted in the downlisting of only 1% of Australian 

threatened bird species from 1993 to 2000 (Garnett et al. 2003). This is in sharp contrast with the 

USA where 25 species were successfully down-listed with an average cost of US$219K per species 

(totalling US$5.5M) from 1998-2008 (McCarthy et al. 2012). The Australian Federal Government 

State of the Environment report of 2011 (DSEWPaC 2011) stated that between 2002-2007 52.3% of 
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Australian threatened species were in decline and that there was no real improvement in the status of 

any of the listed species on a national level. Additionally, Bottril et al. (2011) showed that in Australia 

most of the downlisting of threatened species occurs when species’ survey efforts are increased and 

more specimens are found, not actually because of active recovery work.   

Reasons for the low success rate of recovery programs have been published and discussed on 

a national and global level. The problem of low success rates is not new, as early in 1994, Backhouse 

et al. (1994) argued that a review of efforts is crucial for the success of future recovery programs. 

More recent research identifies issues around cost effectiveness, the need for improved prioritisation 

methods, as well the requirement for better systems for reporting, monitoring and evaluation 

processes, and improved and streamlined legislation, and stakeholder engagement (Lindenmayer et al. 

2013; Frankham et al. 2012). Furthermore, the lack of decision-making and timely action to save a 

species has also been blamed (Martin et al. 2012). Other issues are based in the ambiguity of what 

successful recovery means, and non-existent or unclear indicators to evaluate and determine species’ 

recovery (Watson et al. 2011). 

What are the conservationists doing? 

This paper posits that the lack of integration of project management into current recovery 

programs is a root cause of their ineffectiveness. A conservationist is trained to investigate recovery 

challenges from a deductive research space, investigating hypotheses with data in an experimental set 

up. Whitty (2013) suggests we gain understanding of ‘things’ experienced through the ‘glasses’ we 

wear. The way we perceive reality, know and act, is built from the concepts and judgements from our 

experiences, and cultural and institutional directed education (Jamal and Everett 2004). Through the 

glasses of a conservationist, the recovery project is focussed on the biological and technical 

challenges of saving the species, as they are specialists in conservation biology (Clark & Cragun 

2002). From that perspective, understanding the intrinsic technical dimension of a recovery program, 

such as threatening processes and genetics for species, are necessary to recover a species. 
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Conservation scientists typically have oversight of recovery programs, and it is from the perspective 

of conservation science that the recovery programs are organised and managed.  

However, the activity of recovery programs is quite different to scientific enquiry. 

Fundamentally, the initiating force for recovery programs are human values (Gregory et al. 2012). In 

addition, the management actions taken in attempting to improve the status of a species are human 

activities. Conservation science does not typically account for the management of conservation teams 

or the delivery of conservation outcomes. There is a growing understanding amongst conservationists 

that this social dimension is intrinsic to recovery programs. This is evident in publications, stating that 

effective stakeholder management, policy influence, and leadership have been identified as important 

aspects for the success of recovery programs (Clark et al. 2002; Young et al. 2013; Black et al. 2011). 

However, this growing notion alone does not necessarily prepare conservation managers (and often 

scientists) to include this perspective in the recovery program organisation. Their assumptions of how 

to organise recovery projects are embedded in a scientific, not a managerial, perspective. Integrating 

the often unquantifiable social dimension into the management of the recovery programs does not fit 

with the perspective in which they have been educated and gained experience. Researchers and 

conservation managers may not be aware that they wear these ‘glasses’ and how it influences their 

perspectives to organise these projects (Jamal and Everett 2004). 

The use project management in recovery programs 

There is recognition that recovery programs can be considered as a group of complex and 

dynamic projects (Margoluis et al. 2009; Saterson et al. 2004; Wallace & Clark 2002). The proven 

success of applying a project management approach in different industries (Collyer et al. 2010) 

suggests this approach would deliver similar results in recovery programs. Other authors have also 

identified the suitability of project management to conservation management. For example, Margoluis 

et al. (2009) discuss how ‘formal’ project management principles can be used for planning and 

evaluation of conservation projects. However, currently project management practises are not 

integrated widely into the temporal and spatial dimension of conservationists’ management of 
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recovery programs (Pooley et al 2014). We argue, through the application of an inductive research 

approach, that conservation outcomes would benefit if conservationists added a project management 

filter to their conservation science ‘glasses’. 

Research methodology 

This research investigates the challenges of recovery program management in Australia using 

an inductive approach that enables the inclusion of the social dimension commonly lacking in 

conservation scientists’ approach to recovery programs. Grounded Theory Method (GTM), a well-

established social science research method (Glaser & Strauss 1967; Urquhart 2013), was used to 

analyse data, including individual experiences and statements, to inductively develop concepts and 

theories. A key feature of this method is that through the constant comparison of the developing codes 

and categories, relationships within the data start emerging and the emergence of substantive concepts 

occurs. These substantive concepts are grounded in the data and are therefore deemed valid as 

induced concepts. The final step of the method is to construct a theory or theoretical framework that 

encompasses these concepts.  

Two different data sources were used for the GTM analysis: documentary evidence from four 

senate enquiries (Parliament of Australia 2013a; Parliament of Australia 2013b; Parliament of 

Australia 2013c; Parliament of Australia 2013d) and interviews. Interviews were conducted with 21 

recovery experts including managers, practitioners, and government officials working on recovery 

programs in Australia. A snowballing technique was used for the interviews to identify the 

participants, and also to ensure a rich data source for the interviews. The interviews focused on what 

the interviewees believed were the biggest problems in recovery management.  Interviews were taped 

and transcribed for analysis. As a requirement of the GTM, data collection and analysis occurred 

simultaneously, finishing the collection as soon as data saturation of categories and codes occurred 

(Glaser & Strauss 1967). The GTM analysis was conducted using QSR NVivo10 software to assist in 

the first round of coding and organising the codes and categories. During the last phase of the 
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theoretical coding, emergent themes occurred through the constant comparison technique assisted by 

stick-on notes and Coggle.it mind maps. 

Discussion of results 

Seven concepts emerged from the data as the major challenges of recovery program management 

in Australia, and these are as follows:  

1. General management principles are not well integrated in recovery program management; 

2. Decision making, accountability and areas of responsibilities are not well defined or developed 

in recovery management; 

3. It is unclear what ‘value’ (i.e. success of the program) means in recovery; 

4. The technical and biological aspects of recovery are complex and relationships/cause and effect 

are not well understood; 

5. There is a divide between management and science in recovery;  

6. Government has shifted its responsibility and accountability for recovery; and, 

7. Funding for recovery is limited.   

 

It is of interest to point out that although these concepts are founded in conservation scientists’ 

experiences as expressed in the interviews, there is only one reference to challenges surrounding the 

technical and biological aspects of recovery programs. These findings suggest that the interviewees 

were able to look outside their conservation scientists’ perspective of recovery programs to determine 

the space ‘between’ saving a species from extinction through effective management and a recovery 

program fraught with the above described challenges. However, there is a difference between the 

ability to identify an issue and the ability to resolve that issue. A review of these seven challenges 

through ‘glasses’ with a project management filter, suggests opportunities for the improvement of the 

organisation of recovery program efforts, and some examples are provided below. 

Applying project management to recovery programs 
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Currently recovery programs and their related efforts are mostly referred to as ‘recovery 

planning’. ‘Recovery planning’ in a conservationists’ parlance refers to the whole process of 

implementing conservation actions and assessing their effect (Barmuta et al. 2011). From a project 

management perspective, planning the recovery effort would be only one of the necessary process 

groups. Framing the entire recovery effort as a project life cycle would help to ensure that when 

conservationists speak to the ‘outside’ world it is understood that a whole program is being 

implemented from initiation to phase out/closing.  

When looking at recovery programs, using project management glasses focused on the project 

life cycle (Figure 1), opportunities for resolutions for the seven challenges can be identified. The 

following section describes possible responses to thse issues on a phase by phase basis.    

Insert Figure 1 about here 

 

Project Life Cycle: Initiation 

A recovery program is often initiated by people who will not manage the project (Knight et al. 

2006; Holmes 2014). Ideally during the initiation phase of a project, a recovery project team should 

be engaged to initiate the recovery ‘planning’ process. A recovery team is vital for the implementation 

of recovery actions (Bottrill et al. 2011), and the execution of recovery plans (Holmes 2014). The time 

at which the recovery project team is engaged and becomes involved in the recovery program is also 

important. An effective team can only manage a successful project if members of the team are 

actively involved in the development of the project plan (Sampietro & Villa 2014). In addition, 

effective leadership is important for a project team to achieve goals, and this has also been highlighted 

as an important component for recovery programs (Black et al. 2011; Manolis et al. 2009).  

Project Life Cycle: Project planning  

Typically, developing a recovery plan is a lengthy process. Usually it is done by experts in the 

particular threatened species, and does not include a realistic budget, stakeholder buy-in, achievable 

objectives, and criteria for the assessment of successful recovery are often not clearly defined (Bottril 
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et al. 2011; Murdoch et al. 2007). Recovery planning should involve ‘normal’ project management 

practises and approaches commonly used for developing a project plan, such as: determining the 

definition of success of the project; objectives and measurements; stakeholder management; and the 

budget for the full project. Often funding is only provided for the planning phase of a project, and 

does not include the cost of monitoring/evaluation and closing a project (Lindenmayer et al. 2013). 

Having a realistic budget for recovery provides opportunities for prioritisation of actions or species, as 

well as a realistic cost for recovery of a species (McDonald-Madden et al. 2008; Halpern et al. 2006). 

Project Life Cycle: Project execution  

The project team and stakeholders should implement the actions in accordance to the project 

management plan. Monitoring and evaluation during the execution phase generates the opportunity 

for accountability and responsibility in the management of the recovery programs. It enables the 

project team to manage adaptively, as well as to measure success (Flannery 2012, McCarthy et al. 

2012). This would allow the recovery project team to demonstrate their effectiveness in species 

recovery and increase the opportunity for funding through other private enterprises (Halpern et al. 

2005). 

Project Life Cycle: Closing a project  

Currently there is no mechanism for stopping recovery efforts, even if long-running efforts 

have not resulted in down-listing a species. To date no Australian recovery program has been ‘closed’ 

because of successful, or unsuccessful, recovery of a species. Monitoring and evaluation during 

execution, as well as a clear identification of key performance indicators and their associated 

measurements, can provide a ‘pull out’ opportunity where funds can be re-allocated to other species in 

need, and provide the opportunity for lessons learned (Carwardine et al. 2008). 

Insert Table 1 about here 

 

 



12 Project Organising 

Competitive Session 

 

10 

 

CONCLUSION 

This paper reports on the analysis of the challenges that conservationists experience in the 

delivery of Australian threatened species recovery programs. Twenty one interviews were analysed 

using the Grounded Theory Method which led to seven concepts that outline the challenges impairing 

the success of recovery programs in Australia. Responses to these concepts were then analysed in 

terms of a project management life cycle. 

Conservationists organise and manage recovery programs through their disciplinairy 

framework based on their technical knowledge, and a scientific paradigm of hypothetico-deductive 

reductionist experimentation. However, this perspective does not account for the managerial acpects 

necessary for effective species recovery. This research explores several opportunities of how a project 

life cycle approach could assist in the organising and the management of recovery programs. It is 

suggested that if conservationists apply a project management filter to their ‘glasses’, and consistently 

use project management approaches in recovery program, opportunities will arise to resolve these 

challenges and improve recovery program outcomes. This in turn will lead to securing bio-resources 

and ecosystem services, and meet ethical conservation requirements. 
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Figure 1: an example of a project life cycle for recovery project management adapted from 

the PMBOK
®
 (PMI 2013, p.42) 
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Table 1: Summary of the current recovery challenges and how these could be resolved by 

integrating a project life cycle and project management approach 

 

Project Life 

Cycle Phase 

Example of Current Challenge Opportunity for resolving challenges 

by applying PM approach 

Project 

Initiation 

- Project managers are not involved 
during the initiation of the program, 
causing disconnect for project 
implementation 

- Engage project team  with a wide 
range of expertise during initiation 
phase 

Project 

Planning 

- Experts develop recovery plan: 
- Unrealistic budget,  

- Focus on technical aspect of recovery 
program 

- No measures for success 

- Planning phase does not identify 
funding for the full project life cycle 

- Budget for the whole project life 
cycle  

- Include project team for 
development of project plan 

- Include measures of success 

Project 

Execution 

- Actions not implemented in 
accordance to plan (either because 
unrealistic or no buy-in) 

- Lack of measurements to assess 
effectiveness and efficiency 

- Evaluate project performance 
through monitoring and evaluation 
of the established measures of 
success 

- Generating accountability and 
responsibility  

Project Closing - No opportunity to phase out 
unsuccessful projects 

- No means for lessons learned 
 

- Generating opportunity for lessons 
learned 

- Possibility to relocate funds when 
species not recovered as per 
measures of success 


