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Abstract 

Conflicting views about the use of natural resources create challenges for 

environmental management. Scholarly theory suggests that there are different 

types of policy problem, and these can be identified within a framework that 

considers the degree of certainty over relevant knowledge, and the degree of 

consensus on norms and values. By determining and understanding the nature 

of a policy problem, planning practitioners can choose a problem-solving 

strategy that is appropriate for different policy problem types. In New Zealand, 

one policy strategy, collaboration, is increasingly being promoted to resolve 

conflicts, as collaboration is seen as having more effective outcomes than 

existing adversarial planning processes. The aim of this research is to explore 

how collaboration can offer better outcomes for stakeholders involved in 

environmental resource conflicts, compared to conventional planning 

processes.  

 

This study used Q methodology to examine and explore the scope for 

collaboration to address a policy problem that arose in New Zealand in 2012, 

namely how to reconcile the divergent views about the expansion of finfish farm 

development in the Marlborough Sounds. The study showed that there was a 

high degree of uncertainty over relevant knowledge and a lack of consensus on 

norms and values between stakeholders, indicating that finfish farm 

development in the Marlborough Sounds is an unstructured, or ‘wicked’ 

problem. The policy strategy best suited to solving this type of problem is a 

collaborative process that involves learning because it enables participants to 

identify, confront and integrate divergent viewpoints and knowledge. In doing 

this, participants reframe the policy problem and discover new opportunities for 

solving it.  

 

In this study, the greatest degree of diversity between viewpoints on finfish farm 

development was between industry stakeholders and others (iwi, non-
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government organisations, community members and governance and regulation 

representatives). The study highlights the need for the finfish farming industry to 

improve public understanding and gain support for its activities in order to 

achieve its growth and development goals. It also shows that, depending on the 

nature of the policy problems being addressed, collaborative planning 

processes could be adopted to manage conflicts about environmental resource 

use in settings other than freshwater in New Zealand. 
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