
Overview

Research under this SRA is aimed at 
understanding complex social-environmental 
relationships and influencing outcomes for 
rural and urban people. A major feature 
is its high level of impact in community 
engagement, capacity building and 
governance. 

In 2016 SRA members Dr Joanne Millar, Dr 
Rik Thwaites, Associate Professor Rosemary 
Black, Dr Richard Culas, Dr Lee Baumgartner 
and Dr Wayne Robinson, were awarded 
the Office of the Deputy Vice-Chancellor 
(Research, Development and Industry) Award 
for ‘Excellence in Team Research for the SRA 
program. 

The award recognised the dedication of 
the team to improving rural livelihoods and 
environments in developing countries. The 
team have demonstrated a commitment to 
supervising postgraduate students from least 
developed nations in Asia and Africa, and are 
conducting applied research with positive 
outcomes for rural communities.

Since its inception members of this SRA have 
supervised 21 international post-graduate 
students. 2015/16 saw the last of these 
students graduate bar one. Graduating 
students in 2015/16 were from Bhutan, 
China, Ghana, India, Indonesia, Nepal, and 
Zimbabwe. A number of the international 
students that have graduated are continuing 
their association with the Institute as either 
Adjuncts, and/or research collaborators on 
research projects and/or publications. 

For example new collaborations with 
the Ministry of Agriculture and Forests in 
Bhutan led to a successful two stage grant 

application to the Darwin Initiative Fund (a 
UK funding program focussed on biodiversity 
and poverty alleviation) in 2015. The social 
research project, which was officially 
launched in Bhutan in October 2016, aims 
to protect red panda habitat and livelihoods 
of yak herders in high altitude rangelands 
of far eastern Bhutan.  Partners include the 
Bhutan Departments of Livestock; Forests 
and Parks; World Wildlife Fund Bhutan; 
the Red Panda Network; and Australian 
Landcare International. Dr Karma Tenzing, an 
ILWS PhD student who graduated in 2016, 
has been employed as a post doc to do the 
social research and liaise with partners. 

Another example is a new book underway 
Community Forestry in Nepal: Adapting to 
a changing world edited by Dr Rik Thwaites 
and ILWS Adjuncts Dr Robert Fisher and Dr 
Mohan Poudel which draws together findings 
from the PhD projects of Dr Binod Devkota, 
Dr Popular Gentle, Dr Mohan Poudel, and Dr 
Eak Rana along with other authors. 

SRA researchers have an impressive history 
of successfully completing Australian Centre 
for International Agricultural Research 
(ACIAR) funded research projects; a tradition 
which continued in 2015/16 and has led to 
further ACIAR funded projects.

Fish ecologist Dr Lee Baumgartner, who 
joined the Institute and this SRA in 2015, was 
the leader of an ACIAR project completed in 
2015 which looked at the development of fish 
passage technology to increase production 
Laos and in Australia. As ‘proof-of-concept’ 
one fishway was designed, constructed and 
installed. Since then the World Bank funded 
the installation of a further 10 fishways in the 
lower Mekong Basin.

A sub-project was a social research project. 
led by Dr Joanne Millar, that involved a socio-
economic study of changes in fish harvesting 
and use by villagers around the Pak Peung 
reservoir in Laos.

Dr Baumgartner is leading a follow-up $1.8M 
project to see if the new fishways translate to 
quantifiable social and economic benefits and 
contribute to poverty reduction outcomes.

In a similar vein the successful completion 
of an ACIAR funded project in Pakistan in 
2015, led by Professor John Blackwell, 
on optimising canal and groundwater 
management, has led to a second major 
(total value of $2.15M) project, led by 
Professor Max Finlayson, in that country 
which began in 2016. At the core of 
the project are the capacity building 
partnerships and collaborations to address 
the complexity of achieving groundwater 
management that can more effectively and 
fairly improve farming family livelihoods. The 
transdisciplinary project, involving 13 other 
partner organisations, is part of a suite of 
Australia-Pakistan water-related research 
projects. 

Due for completion is 2017 is another 
major ACIAR project that was implemented 
in the sub-Saharan Africa (specifically 
Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania and Zimbabwe). 
The project, led by Professor Blackwell, 
includes the trialing of existing, and building 
of new seeders and other implements 
suitable for two wheeled tractors with the 
aim of increasing service providers’ and 
smallholders’ income.

Another ACIAR funded project, led by Dr 
Millar and completed in 2015, was a socio-
economic study of farmer adoption of tilapia 
fish production in Aceh, India.

Dr Joanne Millar has also continued to be 
successful in obtaining funding from the ATSI 
Crawford Fund to run training programs. In 
2015 she delivered social science training 
courses on evaluation of social impacts of 
agricultural research and development in 
West Timor and Timor Leste.

Other achievements & awards

Dr Patrick Cobbinah (ILWS Adjunct) and 
Dr Paul Amoateng’s paper “Rethinking 
sustainable development within the 
framework of poverty and urbanisation in 
developing countries” was awarded the  
Best Paper in the journal Environmental 
Development in 2015.
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In 2015 Dr Lee Baumgartner, Dr Joanne 
Millar, Mr Jarrod McPherson, Dr Wayne 
Robinson, Mr Tim Marsden, Mr Garry 
Thorncraft, Dr Oudom Phonekhampheng, Mr 
Douangkham Singhanouvong were Finalist 
(Runner up) for the 2015 Distinguished 
Project in Fisheries Engineering and 
Ecohydrology for their work on for achieving 
food sustainability outcomes in the Lower 
Mekong region, and applying innovative 
technology to protect fisheries and 
livelihoods.

Associate Professor Rosemary Black and 
her colleague Professor Betty Weiler, from 
Southern Cross University, won the Editors 
of Tourism Recreation Research (TRR) 
Article of the Year Award 2015 for their 
joint contribution “The changing face of 
the tour guide: One-way communicator to 
choreographer to co-creator of the tourist 
experience.”

Dr Lee Baumgartner was named as the 
Australian nominee for the APEC Science 
Prize for Innovation, Research and Education 
in 2016.

Current prOjeCts
Improving groundwater management 
to enhance agriculture and farming 
livelihoods in Pakistan.  Finlayson, M., 
Punthakey, J., Allan, C., Mitchell, M. (2016-
2020) ACIAR & CSU $100,000 Total value of 
the project $2,15M  Project details

Quantifying improved fisheries 
productivity at fish passage 
rehabilitation sites in Lao PDR. 
Baumgartner, L., Robinson, W., McPherson, 
J.  with Thorncraft, G. (National University 
of Laos), Phonekhampheng, O. (National 
University of Laos),  Singhanouvong, D. 
(Living Aquatic Resources Research Centre) 
and Cooper, B. (UniSA) (2016-2020) ACIAR, 
$1,890,224 Project details

Sustainable rangeland management to 
protect red panda and herder livelihoods. 
Millar, J., Finlayson, M. & Tenzing, K. (2016-
2019) Darwin Initiative Fund, $540,000 
Project details

Farm Power and Conservation 
Agriculture for Sustainable 
Intensification (FACASI). Finlayson, M., 
Blackwell, J. & Krivokapic-Skoko, B. (2013-
17) ACIAR, via CIMMY (International Maize 
and Wheat Improvement Centre), $544,000 
Project details 

COmpleted prOjeCts

Development of fish passage technology 
to increase fisheries production on 
floodplains in the lower Mekong, Laos 
and Murray-Darling River Basins. 
Baumgartner, L., Millar, J. & Robinson, 
W.  (2012-2015) (ACIAR, University of Lao, 
LARREC). Project Report which includes 
the sub-project Socio-economic study of 
changes in fish harvesting and use by 
villagers around Pak Peung reservoir in 
Laos. Millar,J., Baumgartner, L. & Robinson, 
W. (2012-2015) ACIAR, $66,180 Project 
Details Project Bulletin

Optimising canal and groundwater 
management to assist water user 
associations in maximising crop 
production and managing salinisation 
in Australia and Pakistan. Blackwell, 
J., Punthakey, J. & Culas, R. (2008-2015) 
with partners in Pakistan Punjab Irrigation 
Department & UAAR-PMAS Arid Agricultural 
University.  ACIAR, $1,219,708 Project details

Socio economic study of farmer 
adoption of tilapia fish production in 
Aceh, Indonesia. Millar, J. & Robinson, 
W. (2012-2015) Part of ACIAR project 
on Diversification of smallholder coastal 
aquaculture in Indonesia, with University of 
Sydney, ACIAR, $64,000 Project details

internatiOnal linkages & 
engagement

All of the projects associated with this 
SRA involve international linkages and 
engagement including inception & planning 
meetings, site visits, workshops and in 
the case of a project in Laos, a major 
international conference.

For example, for the project examining the 
biophysical and economic benefits of fish 
passageways in Laos, the team are working 
with the Living Aquatic Resources Research 
Centre, Laos; National University of Laos; 
and the University of South Australia. 

Associated with the project in 2016 
was an honours project (Bettina Grieve) 
which involved implanting microchips into 
Mekong catfish and barbs with the above 
collaborative research partners extended 
to include the Research Institute for 
Aquaculture, Vietnam.

As part of the project, the Lower Mekong 
Fish Passage Conference: Applying 

Innovation to Secure Fisheries Productivity 
was held in Vientiane, Lao PDR in November 
2016. 

The conference was supported by the 
Australian Ambassador to Lao PDR, John 
Williams, many ministers and vice-ministers 
from Lao PDR, Vietnam, Myanmar and 
Cambodia. Over 150 delegates (from 14 
countries) participated including government 
officials, developers, researchers, local 
provincial and district leaders and natural 
resource managers. Additional funding was 
secured from ACIAR ($90,000) and the 
US Agency for International Development 
($83,000 USD) to run the conference.

The project was also selected by ACIAR 
for a high-level research-for-development 
dialogue between the Australian and Lao 
governments, and the Australia Embassy 
has erected a colourful billboard featuring the 
project outside its offices in Vientiane.

In related work the Lao fish migration team 
(Dr Lee Baumgartner, Dr Wayne Robinson 
and Mr Jarrod McPherson) facilitated the 
installation of the first fish-friendly irrigation 
gate in the Lower Mekong Basin in June 
2016.

The second ground water project in Pakistan 
involved considerable planning and scoping 
with its partner organisations including 
two workshops to develop the proposal in 
Lahore and Faisalabad; a four day inception 
workshop at the University of Agriculture, 
Faisalabad; and a workshop at Mehran 
University in Sindh Province to design the 
case study research.

Partners are Pakistan Council of Research 
in Water Resources (PCRWR); University of 
Agriculture, Faisalabad (UAF); PMAS Arid 
Agriculture University Rawalpindi (UAAR); 
Sindh Agriculture University (SAU); Mehran 
University of Engineering & Technology 
(MUET); NED University of Engineering & 
Technology (NED); Balochistan University 
of Information Technology, Engineering & 
Management Sciences (BUITEMS); Punjab 
Irrigation Department (PID); Sindh Irrigation 
Department (SID); Balochistan Irrigation 
& Power Department (BID); International 
Waterlogging & Salinity Research Institute 
(IWASRI); and International Center for 
Agricultural Research in the Dry Areas 
(ICARDA). 

http://www.csu.edu.au/research/ilws/research/summaries/2017/groundwater-pakistan
http://www.csu.edu.au/research/ilws/research/summaries/ps/improved-fisheries-productivity
http://www.csu.edu.au/research/ilws/research/summaries/2016/sustainable-rangeland-management
http://www.csu.edu.au/research/ilws/research/summaries/ps/conservation-agriculture
http://aciar.gov.au/files/fis-2009-041_fr2016-01.pdf
http://www.csu.edu.au/research/ilws/research/summaries/ps/fishharvestinglaos
http://www.csu.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/814919/millarfishbulletin.pdf
http://www.csu.edu.au/research/ilws/research/summaries/ps/canalandgroundwater
http://www.csu.edu.au/research/ilws/research/summaries/ps/fishharvestinglaos


The project team also had a meeting with 
the High Commissioner of Pakistan, Her 
Excellency Naela Chohan, in Canberra in 
2016.

For the red panda project in Bhutan in 2016, 
researchers were involved in a number 
of visits and meetings to conduct project 
activities including on-ground works, a 
baseline household survey, herder group 
training and red panda research. The 
researchers are engaging with the Merak 
yak herders in remote eastern Bhutan. 
The project’s Blog address is https://
redpandabhutan.wordpress.com/

As well as the work in-country, as part 
of the FACASI project, eight visitors from 
Zimbabwe, Kenya, Tanzania and Ethiopia 
made a study trip to Australia, hosted by the 
National Centre for Engineering in Agriculture 
(NCEA), University of Southern Queensland.

Other international engagement activities 
include:

• Dr Joanne Millar’s contribution to a Fish 
Conservation Monitoring Workshop in 
Laos, at the invitation of FISHBIO, a 
US company that conducts fisheries 
R & D. She was also a member of a 
Landcare scoping team, hosted by the 
NGO Green Indonesia, that visited West 
Sumatra to investigate land degradation, 
farming and community issues.

• an international seminar on Human 
Development and Sustainability: 
Challenges and Strategies for the Asian 
Century, organised by the Asia-Pacific 
Branch of the International Consortium 
for Social Development (ICSDAP) and 
hosted by the Department of Social 
Work, Visva-Bharati, Sriniketan, West 
Bengal, India, 2015. The seminar was 
co-led by Professor Manohar Pawar,  
the ICSDAP President. Professor 
Pawar also organised an international 
conference “Social Work, Social 
Development and Sustainable Goals” 
in collaboration with the University of 
Peradeniya, in Sri Lanka, attended 
by 300 people, in 2016.  In 2015 he 
delivered a plenary speech at the 
19th International Consortium for 
Social Development symposium on 
Transforming Society: Trends and 
models in community leadership and 
social development, in Singapore. 

• Associate Professor Rosemary Black 
was involved in research for the African 
Wildlife Foundation in Botswana and 
Rwanda looking at the social and 
economic impacts of two high-end 
ecolodges; and collaborations with staff 
from the University of Botswana and the 
NGO Birdlife Botswana

• Dr Alexandra Knight and Institute 
Adjunct Jorge Ramos went to Timor-
Leste in October 2016 to gather 
information to support a second round 
grant application to the Darwin Initiative 
to support and fund research into a 
community reafforestation project in 
Laclubuar and Soibada, within the 
Manatuto region

Visitors associated with this SRA in 2015/16 
were:

• Visiting Academic Professor Luiz Silva, 
from the Federal University of Sao Joao 
del-Reia (UFSJ) in Minas Gerais, Brazil, 
and his wife Lorena Nogueira, who is 
doing her PhD on fish eggs and larval 
drift, at La Trobe University, Wodonga. 
Professor Silva, a fish ecologist, is 
based at CSU’s Albury-Wodonga 
Campus for 18 months and is working 
with Dr Baumgartner.  The two are 
members of the International Energy 
Agency Technology Collaboration 
Programme on Hydropower - Annex 
XIII: Hydropower and Fish - of which 
Australia and Brazil are both members.

• Visiting Academic Associate Professor 
Mingwei Li from the School of Business, 
Hebei Agriculture University (HAU), 
Baoding, China who was based at 
the CSU’s Orange Campus, School of 
Agricultural and Wine Sciences (SAWS) 
from December 2014 - November 2015. 
While in Australia, Associate Professor 
Li worked with Dr Richard Culas on 
“performance evaluation of agricultural 
development project in relation to small 
scale irrigation projects in China.”

• Social researchers Dr Tom Wengraf, 
Honorary Senior Research Fellow at the 
Birkbeck Institute for Social Research, 
London University and Dr Prue 
Chamberlayne, Visiting Senior Research 
Fellow, Open University, United Kingdom 
were in Australia in February 2015 to run 
a five day intensive workshop, organised 
by Professor Pawar, about a social 
research technique - the Biographic 

Narrative Interpretive Method.

International media engagement activities 
included stories in Indonesian newspapers 
and the Antara news website on Dr Millar 
and Australian Landcare International’s visit 
to Sumatra, and coverage of the red panda 
project launch and herder training in Bhutan’s 
national TV, radio and newspaper, Kuensel.

natiOnal & regiOnal 
engagement

Examples of SRA members’ national and 
regional engagement in 2015/16 include:

• Dr Millar gave an address to the AGM 
of the Australian Landcare International 
committee in Melbourne on research 
and development work in Laos, 
Indonesia and Bhutan

• Associate Professor Rosemary Black 
ran a two day workshop in Queensland 
on the “how to” of wildlife interpretation 
with Wildlife Tourism Australia, and 
the organisation of a meeting of 
representatives of Guiding Organisations 
Australia, Ecotourism Australia and 
Savannah Guides in Brisbane

• The book Adventure Programming and 
Travel for the 21st Century  by Associate 
Professor Black & Professor Bricker, 
(Eds.) was presented to the Victorian 
Minister for Education, James Merlino, 
by the Residential Outdoor Schools 
Association (ROPA) in 2015

• Associate Professor Black gave an 
address to the Albury Probus Club on “A 
life changing journey in Africa”

Media engagement activities include a feature 
story on Associate Professor Black’s work 
in Africa in the Border Mail; a story in the 
Crawford Fund’s newsletter on Dr Richard 
Culas’s and a Cambodian World Vision 
program officer’s research on improving 
rice productivity and farmers’ income in 
Cambodian officer; and TV, radio and print 
coverage about the ACIAR project in the 
lower Mekong Basin in Laos.

https://redpandabhutan.wordpress.com/%0D
https://redpandabhutan.wordpress.com/%0D


phd students

In 2015/16 10 Masters and PhD students 
associated with this SRA graduated. 

Mr Vijayakumar Kuttappan (Masters): 
Urban migration in tank irrigation 
communities in South India: extent, trends, 
impacts and implications for food security 

Dr Yustina Murdiningrum: The Capacity of 
Non-Government Organisations to Enhance 
Peasants’ Livelihoods through Farm Forestry 
in Indonesia

Mr Bugi Sumirat: Social capital of forest 
farmer groups in Indonesia (Masters)

Dr Mohan Poudel: Examining outcomes of 
REDD+ through community forestry in rural 
Nepal 

Dr Paul Amoateng: The changing spatial 
extent of rivers and floodplains and its 
implications for flooding. The case of Kumasi, 
Ghana

Dr Chaka Chirozva:  Community 
engagement in the governance of 
Transfrontier Conservation Areas: An analysis 
of the implementation of Sengwe Tshipise 
Wilderness Corridor, Zimbabwe

Dr Buddi Poudel: The effects of pastoralism 
on the behaviour of the Himalayan marmot 
(Marmota himalayana) in high altitude 
rangelands in Nepal

Dr Eak Rana: REDD+ and ecosystem 
services trade-offs and synergies in 
community forests of central Himalaya, Nepal

Dr Karma Tenzing: The role of property 
rights in Natural Resource Management: the 
case of high altitude rangeland of Bhutan

Dr Wes Ward:  Exploring communication 
within international agricultural research 
teams

The SRA has one PhD student still to 
graduate, Mei Mei Meilani: Community 
Ecotourism in Indonesia, with Vu Vi An, an  
Australian Award Scholarship recipient from 
Vietnam, to start in 2017. 
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In Focus

Socio-economic study of fish harvesting and use by villagers around Pak Peung reservoir in Laos (2012-2015) 

Funding

ACIAR, $66,180

Researchers 

Dr Joanne Millar,  Dr Lee Baumgartner,  Dr Wayne Robinson, Dr Oudom Phonekhampeng, Dean, Faculty of Agriculture, National University of 
Lao and Mr Douangkham Singhanouvong, Director, Living Aquatic Resources Research Centre, Laos

Description

This project was a sub project of the ACIAR project Development of fish passage technology to increase fisheries production on 
floodplains in the lower Mekong, Laos and Murray-Darling River Basins. 

A baseline survey of fish harvesting and use by villagers was carried out in September 2011 using semi structured interviews with 60 
households from 6 villages around the wetland. Another survey interviewed 23 women and 25 elders in November 2012 from the same villages 
to explore gender differences and traditional conservation practices. The village survey was repeated post fishway construction in 2015 to 
determine any observed differences in fish migration, species abundance, and quantity or quality of fish sold and used by villagers.

The pre-fishway study confirmed that fishing is a major livelihood activity for villages around Pak Peung wetland with a wide range of fish 
species harvested. People fish for at least 10 hours or more per week and up to 60 hours/week or longer during the dry season. Villagers fish at 
14 locations in the wetland but mostly at five locations. Women fish closer to the villages and less often than men. The estimated total catch per 
day from the 14 locations and 81 households was 3,117kg. Individual catches per day varied from 0.5kg to 12kg (average 3kg) depending on 
fish species and sizes. Most fish are consumed by the household or given to relatives and friends but about 15 kg are sold per week (range 5kg 
to 28kg). Given the average price of 30,000kip per kg, the average weekly income was estimated to be approximately 450,000kip. However, 
there is a large variation in household fishing practices and income (range 150,000 to 840,000 kip/week).

The only change that can be potentially related to the fishway becoming partially operational in 2014 was observations of more species in the 
wetland. However given this was mostly voiced by people from Pak Peung village near the fishway, it indicates that fish may not have migrated 
into other parts of the wetland yet. In the 2014 wet season most fish were captured for monitoring purposes as they moved up the fishway. At 
least two more wet seasons are needed with the fishway fully operational to see if there is a significant increase in fish catches, species and 
subsequent socioeconomic benefits to people.

Outputs

Survey results were presented at the annual project meetings in Vientiane in 2012, 2013 and 2015. A report was presented at the 2013 and 
2015 meetings. A journal paper has been accepted.

Socio-economic research report

Final Report  Development of fish passage technology to increase fisheries production on floodplains in the lower Mekong Basin

Outcomes

Results assisted the Lao government to decide to invest in fish passages for environmental and community benefits. 

http://www.csu.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/2758671/SOCIOECONOMIC-RESEARCH-REPORT.pdf
http://aciar.gov.au/files/fis-2009-041_fr2016-01.pdf

