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Accountability, narrative
reporting and legitimation

The case of a NewZealand public benefit entity

Grant Samkin
Department of Accounting, University of Waikato, Hamilton, New Zealand, and

Annika Schneider
Herbert Morton Accountants, Hamilton, New Zealand

Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to show how a major public benefit entity in New Zealand
uses formal accountability mechanisms and informal reporting to justify its existence. The paper is
premised on the view that the accountability relationship for public benefit entities is broader and
more complex than the traditional shareholder-manager relationship in the private sector.

Design/methodology/approach – This longitudinal single case study of the Department of
Conservation (DOC) spans the period from its establishment in 1987 to June 2006. It involves the
detailed examination of the narrative disclosures contained in the annual reports, including the
Statement of Service Performance, over the period of the study. A number of controversial items that
appeared in the printed media between 1 April 1987 and 30 June 2006 were traced through the annual
reports to establish whether DOC used impression management techniques in its annual reports to
gain, maintain and repair its organisational legitimacy.

Findings – The analysis found that the annual report of a public benefit entity could play an
important legitimising role. Using legitimacy theory, it is argued that assertive and defensive
impression management techniques were used by DOC to gain, maintain and repair its organisational
legitimacy in the light of extensive negative media publicity.

Originality/value – This is one of the first studies to examine the relationship between narrative
disclosures in annual reports and legitimacy in the public sector. The paper provides a valuable
contribution to researchers and practitioners as it extends the understanding of how public benefit
entities can make use of the narrative portions of the annual report when pursuing organisational
legitimacy.

Keywords Conservation, Public sector organizations, Financial reporting, New Zealand

Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Public benefit entities continuously seek to reinforce their legitimacy, not only to
Parliament, but also to society at large. The objective of this study is to illustrate how
the Department of Conservation (DOC), a public benefit entity charged with conserving
the natural and historic heritage of New Zealand for the benefit of present and future
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generations, utilises informal reporting disclosures in addition to formal accountability
mechanisms when pursuing organisational legitimacy. Using legitimacy theory, the
study depicts narrative reports issued by DOC as exercises in self-preservation as
much as conservation of the environment. To achieve legitimacy, management makes
use of impression management techniques within the annual report[1] to portray the
entity and its actions in the most favourable way possible to ensure the ongoing
support of stakeholders.

While society can impose sanctions against private sector entities that fail to meet
societal expectations or comply with the “social contract”, it is more difficult but not
impossible to do so in the case of public benefit entities. Securing public co-operation
for conservation purposes is essential as DOC relies on volunteer days, public
management of conservation areas, and conservation groups to assist in managing its
estate. Failure to gain legitimacy from stakeholder groups has serious implications for
DOC in that these groups may display apathy towards the attempts by DOC to manage
and protect the environment. A lack of legitimacy could also have political
repercussions. Although stakeholders in a public benefit entity have “no possibility of
‘exit’” (Ogden and Clarke, 2005, p. 317), they have a voice, which can be heard
politically. The legislature provides the most significant institutional pressure as the
source of DOC’s regulatory authority. Confirmation of this position can be found in the
July 2000 announcement by the political party, United New Zealand, that it would
de-establish DOC should it come to power in the forthcoming election. The grounds for
this position were, that as an organisation, DOC had failed to meet the expectations of
the New Zealand public (The Evening Post, 2000; The Nelson Mail, 2000; United New
Zealand, 2000).

Accountability for profit seeking and public benefit entities has been extensively
covered in the literature (Deegan et al., 2002; Milne and Patten, 2002; Adams, 2004 for
profit seeking entities and Hyndman and Anderson, 1991; Pallot, 1992; Taylor and
Rosair, 2000; Hooks et al., 2001; and Steccolini, 2004 for public benefit entities).
Legitimacy theory implies the existence of external “institutional” factors. These
institutional factors include government mandates, the legal environment and the
media, which influence the design of accountability and control systems (DiMaggio
and Powell, 1983; Deegan, 2002; Hoque et al., 2004). To gain legitimacy from
stakeholders, reporting entities adopt systems, policies and procedures that
demonstrate conformity with institutional rules (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Hoque
et al., 2004). While legitimacy theory has been used to explain narrative disclosures
made by profit seeking entities (Brown and Deegan, 1998; Campbell, 2000; Deegan et al.,
2002; Ogden and Clarke, 2005; de Villiers and van Staden, 2006), its application to
rationalise the annual report disclosures made by public benefit entities remains
relatively unexplored. This paper contributes to the literature in two ways. First, it
extends the literature on financial accountability by public benefit entities. Second, the
paper draws on previous studies of annual report disclosures made by private sector
entities (Ogden and Clarke, 2005; Linsley and Kajüter, 2008) to provide a basis for
understanding how a public benefit entity makes use of impression management
techniques within annual reports to gain, maintain or repair legitimacy in response to
negative media publicity.

The paper commences by providing a background to DOC and details the impact
and the role played by the media in conservation issues. Criticisms of DOC’s
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curatorship of New Zealand’s natural and historic heritage are introduced. The
accountability framework of DOC, based on the imperative of reporting to
stakeholders, is then explained. This includes detailing the changes made to the
accountability framework during the period of the study to enhance accountability to
stakeholders. The theoretical construct of legitimacy theory is then considered. A
framework of strategies available to managers seeking to gain, maintain or repair
organisational legitimacy is explicated. Techniques used by reporting entities
undertaking a process of legitimation are then considered. The research design, using
DOC as the case study is then detailed. The five controversial issues identified in the
media are introduced as a precursor to the discussion on the impression management
techniques used by DOC to gain, maintain or repair its organisational legitimacy in
light of the negative publicity received over the period of the study.

Although DOC has been involved in a number of controversies, the issues examined
in this paper were considered the most controversial in terms of media attention. While
only one of the controversies involved the loss of human life, the others relate to DOC’s
charge to protect and conserve New Zealand’s natural heritage. The issues raised by
the media, and which influenced stakeholder perceptions of DOC, include: the
Kaimanawa wild horse cull; the Cave Creek disaster; the use of 1080 poison; DOC’s
failure to protect native species; and issues surrounding the maintenance of its estate,
including the takeover of high country pastoral stations. The results of the
investigation into the non-financial disclosures contained in the annual reports over a
period of 19 years, from 1988 to 2006, are then presented and discussed.

Background and criticisms of the Department of Conservation
Entities will maintain their existence only if their societal obligations continue to be
met. This was acknowledged, by DOC, in its first annual report, when it set out policies
and directions.

Public interest groups supporting conservation were, in 1986, strong advocates for the
establishment of a single department with a mandate to manage for, and advocate,
conservation. They, and indeed the public generally have expectations of the department in
respect of its priorities and policies, which must be taken into account. It will be essential to
develop and maintain a dialogue with interest groups and to involve the public in the settings
of directions and policies for the department. Issues related to the Treaty of Waitangi[2] are of
increasing prominence, and it is clear that a dialogue with the tangata whenua[3] will assist in
understanding and providing for the appropriate bicultural dimension in the department’s
stewardship of natural resources (Department of Conservation, 1988, p. 24).

The establishment of DOC on 1 April 1987 to give effect to the Conservation Act (1987)
came about after sustained public pressure dating back as far as 1976 (Cahn and Cahn,
1989). Prior to 1987, conservation activities were fragmented and scattered over several
departments including the former New Zealand Forest Service, the Department of
Lands and Survey and the New Zealand Wildlife Service. The reorganisation of
activities and the establishment of DOC effectively separated exploitative activities[4]
from conservation activities. By consolidating conservation activities into one
department, it was hoped that there would be clear reporting of costs, and the ability to
realise higher earnings from concessions, resource rentals and recreational licences
(Cahn and Cahn, 1989).

AAAJ
23,2

258

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 A

D
D

IS
 A

B
A

B
A

 U
N

IV
E

R
SI

T
Y

 A
t 0

3:
55

 1
1 

O
ct

ob
er

 2
01

6 
(P

T
)



DOC is responsible for the conservation of New Zealand’s natural and historic
heritage “on behalf of and for the benefit of present and future New Zealanders”
(Department of Conservation, 2008). DOC administers 25 Acts of Parliament and has
statutory functions under several others. In its first annual report DOC saw itself as
having:

A stewardship responsibility for other lands and for wildlife and wild animal management
over all lands. In addition, the department is responsible for advocating and promoting the
conservation of land, water, flora, fauna, landscape, landform, geographical features,
ecosystems, and historic places. This role not only provides for the present community but
also ensures our heritage is handed to future generations so that they too can enjoy the
distinctive character of New Zealand – nga taonga o Aotearoa (Department of Conservation,
1988, p. 3).

From its inception DOC recognised the impact and role that media could have on
conservation issues. This was reflected in an early annual report as follows:

Conservation issues have gained increased media attention together with considerable public
and political support. This reflects a worldwide trend in the developed countries. Global
issues such as climate warming and its potential effect on sea levels and depletion of the
ozone layer have in part stimulated the new awareness, but national issues such as protection
of native forests, coastal areas and wetlands, concern for marine mammals and other marine
life, maintenance of water quality, preservation of notable historic buildings and expansion of
recreational and tourist opportunities have all increased support for the Department’s
activities and the conservation cause generally (Department of Conservation, 1989, p. 4).

DOC has to balance the conflicting pressures of many stakeholder groups’ use of
resources entrusted to it with its conservation mandate. These conflicts are described
more fully in a 1998 DOC review, which explained that these pressures reflect:

the tension between conservation, use, and development perspectives, which are manifested
in tensions between: wild animal control and recreational hunting; habitat protection and
pressures from the public for access to wildlife sanctuaries; the relative allocation of resources
between the “front-country” (i.e. the more accessible facilities) and the back-country; tourism
and conservation; and the accommodation of Maori conservation perspectives and customary
use (Morris et al., 1995, p. 11).

Over the period of the study DOC’s curatorship of New Zealand’s natural and historic
heritage and its infrastructure has been subject to intense and ongoing criticism,
resulting in extensive media scrutiny. These criticisms include concerns that DOC has
been captured by, and only looks after the interests of, the extreme ideological “green”
elements of the environmental lobby (Outdoor Recreation New Zealand, 2008). It is
argued that this has resulted in the interests of recreational stakeholder groups,
including large game hunters and anglers, being disregarded. Additionally, relatively
balanced proposals affecting the national interest are not considered seriously
(Outdoor Recreation New Zealand, 2008). Other stakeholder groups have also criticised
DOC. A review by Jefferies and Tutua-Nathan (1998, p. 30) found that while DOC field
staff were perceived to be effective, staff involved in decision making, planning,
negotiation and the resolution of disputes failed to recognise and accommodate the
views of Maori. Concerns were also expressed by the New Zealand Business Round
Table[5], which argued that linking DOC’s two portfolios, conservation of natural
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resources and conservation of heritage resources, would lead to conflicting objectives
and weakened accountability (New Zealand Business Round Table, 1998).

Department of Conservation: accountability framework of financial
reporting
Accountability has been described as “the duty to provide an account (not necessarily a
financial account) or reckoning of actions for which one is held responsible” (Gray et al.,
1996, p. 38). In the public sector, the accountor-accountee relationship is much broader
than the private sector shareholder-manager relationship (McGregor, 1999; Wynne,
2004). It extends to a complex web of interrelationships with government and
non-government groups (Burritt and Welch, 1997). There are multiple stakeholders
with an interest in the accountability of public benefit entities. Stakeholders are
interested in how public money is used to achieve public benefit rather than for making
economic decisions. This ensures that public representatives can be held to account.

The establishment of DOC occurred in a period of great change in the public sector
generally. Between 1984 and 1990 the New Zealand public sector underwent
substantial reforms described as “the most far-reaching and ambitious of any of their
kind in the world” (Logan, 1991, p. 1). The reforms, collectively referred to as the
Financial Management Reforms (FMRs), were aimed at ensuring the public sector
became more efficient and effective as well as improving the accountability
relationship between public benefit entities and the public (Pallot, 1994; Kelsey, 1997;
Jacobs, 2000; Lye et al., 2005). Commercialisation and results-oriented management
supported by new accountability requirements were introduced (Kelsey, 1997; Jacobs,
2000; Newberry and Pallot, 2003). For DOC the FMRs were a mechanism by which
Treasury could identify the reporting of costs, provide a means by which government
subsidies of forest and farm operations on Crown land could be eliminated, as well as
divesting DOC of activities better able to be carried out in the marketplace.
Additionally, the government introduced a “user pays” policy, which required DOC to
raise a percentage of its budget from fees charged to concessionaires and users of its
facilities.

During the period of the study, a number of changes were made to the formal
reporting mechanisms aimed at enhancing DOC’s accountability to Parliament and
other stakeholders. While the majority of the changes were the result of changes to
legislation, some were initiated, by the State Services Commission[6]. This section
details the changes DOC made to its reporting framework aimed at enhancing
accountability.

First reporting structure
From the outset DOC was subject to the new public sector regulatory framework. In its
first year, DOC developed a statement of corporate objectives to facilitate the
identification of delivery outputs. A total of 26 objectives were defined and reported on
in the first annual report. The following year the original 26 corporate objectives were
consolidated into ten objectives to “reflect the Department’s mission and goals more
succinctly, to provide a prioritised basis for planning and resource allocation and to
prepare the way for the introduction of accrual accounting procedures from 1 July
1989” (Department of Conservation, 1989, p. 4).
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The 1990 annual report saw DOC introduce an audited Statement of Service
Performance (SSP) as an integral component of the financial statements (Pallot, 2001;
Neale and Pallot, 2001; TPA-9, 2002; FRS-2, 1994). This statement served to strengthen
accountability through reporting outputs against selected performance measures.
These performance measures were not limited to traditional financial information but
included narratives and other non-financial information. This enabled Parliament and
other stakeholders to assess the performance of the public benefit entity as well as the
effects that its existence and operations have on the community (FRS-2, 1994, para.
10.1; New Zealand Audit Office, 2001). In addition to reporting on output classes in
narrative form, the SSP provided information on revenue and expenses for the current
year and the previous year’s actual expenditure in the form of an Output Operating
Statement. The output class and measures reported describe the key activities
undertaken by DOC and provide a clear statement on performances for the year in
terms of outputs produced against set targets.

Improving accountability through enhanced reporting
Improvements to the DOC reporting structure aimed at strengthening accountability
were detailed in the 1997 annual report. Improved accountability would be achieved
through a formal monthly operating system introduced at all levels, and the
introduction of quality management systems. This would require DOC’s culture to be
re-examined with the customer focus being strengthened, to listen and be responsive to
community concerns, and to be properly accountable and professional in everything it
did (Department of Conservation, 1997, p. 8). A major restructuring aimed at
strengthening reporting systems as well as improving the efficiency of the way it
delivered outputs to Government was also detailed (Department of Conservation, 1997,
p. 12). Other measures introduced by DOC during this period included using the
worldwide web as a key accountability tool by which “more and better public
information” could be provided, raising the standard of accountability documents,
improving performance measures, and raising staff awareness as to the importance of
accountability (Department of Conservation, 1999, p. 15).

Capability, accountability and performance reporting
Changes made to the 2000 annual report aimed at further enhancing the accountability
mandate were explained by the director-general of DOC as resulting from the extensive
work being undertaken with central agencies to review the department’s capability,
accountability and performance (CAP) reporting. These changes, colloquially known
as the CAP pilot, set out a new approach to planning and reporting within the overall
accountability system (Department of Conservation, 2000, p. 5). Government
departments were required to produce a Statement of Intent (SOI) at the beginning
of each financial year that provided information on the future operating intentions for
the forthcoming and at least the next two financial years. This forward-looking
accountability document commits a government department to achieving certain
results, as well as providing a comprehensive and coherent picture of its business. At
the end of each financial year, DOC was required to report against the SOI. DOC
recognised that reporting against a SOI would enable it to better measure and report on
what, and how well it was doing. This was succinctly described in the 2001 annual
report as follows: “Measurement of public sector performance is now moving beyond
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outputs and into areas of outcomes, capabilities and value delivered” (Department of
Conservation, 2001, p. 52). Formal reporting against the SOI saw DOC shift from the
reporting of outputs to focusing on the overall outcomes they wished to achieve in
conservation. This resulted in a change to the traditional method of reporting progress
“to include not only what operations were achieved on the ground, but also what effects
the combined impact of these operations will have over much longer timeframes, on
outcomes the department is looking to achieve” (Department of Conservation, 2003,
p. 10).

Protection and appreciation outcomes
Further revamping of the annual report occurred in 2004. In this annual report the
Director-General indicated that the SOI was being reworked to improve how the links
between what DOC does and the results they are seeking, are described. This resulted
in two departmental outcomes being developed which were consistent with DOCs
conservation responsibilities under the Conservation Act (1987), and the Government’s
key goals, of “protection” and “appreciation”. The “protection” outcome seeks to
protect and restore the natural and historic heritage entrusted to the Department of
Conservation, while the “appreciation” outcome attempts to ensure that stakeholders
have opportunities to appreciate and benefit from their natural and historic heritage
and are involved and connected with conservation. Between 2004 and 2006, the
narrative portions of the annual reports were structured on the basis of “protection”
and “appreciation” outcomes. The SSP was also integrated into the outcomes.

The broadening of the traditional accountor-accountee relationship has resulted in
various theoretical perspectives being developed to assist in explaining the evolving
concept of accountability. An emerging construct is that the growth in voluntary
disclosures – including the increasing use of narratives, photographs, tables and
graphs – is an attempt by reporting entities to gain, maintain or repair organisational
legitimacy in the eyes of their stakeholders. Even within the accountability framework,
voluntarily disclosing information not required by statute ensures that management is
in the position to dictate the nature and extent of disclosures.

Legitimacy theory
Legitimacy is a constraint on all organisations (Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975). Derived
from political economy, legitimacy theory posits that “organisations continually seek
to ensure that they operate within the bounds and norms of their respective societies”
(Guthrie et al., 2004, p. 284). Society then permits an entity to continue in existence so
long as it continues to meet its societal obligations. Legitimacy theory is built on the
premise that “organisations are not considered to have any right to resources, or in fact,
to exist” (Deegan, 2002, p. 292).

Legitimacy theory is predicated on the notion of a hypothetical “social contract”
between the reporting entity and the society in which it operates. This social contract is
used to “represent the multitude of expectations that the society has on how the
organisation should continue its operations” (Guthrie et al., 2004, p. 284). Legitimacy
theory presumes that management of a reporting entity is acutely aware of society’s
perceptions about it. Society is, however, dynamic and expectations evolve over time.
This necessitates the organisation being responsive to changes in the environment in
which it operates. Changing societal values may cause society to become dissatisfied
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with the way in which the organisation is operating, resulting in it effectively revoking
the organisation’s social contract[7]. This may occur through consumers reducing or
eliminating demand for the organisation’s products, eliminating factor supplies to the
organisation such as the supply of labour or raw materials, or even lobbying the
government for increased taxes or fines to be imposed upon the reporting entity.

Legitimacy is a resource reporting entities depend upon for their survival (Dowling
and Pfeffer, 1975). If managers perceive particular activities of the reporting entity
have fallen outside the parameters of the “social contract” provided by the society in
which it operates, they will undertake a process of legitimation. Legitimation then is a
process a reporting entity undertakes to gain, maintain or repair organisational
legitimacy in the eyes of its stakeholders (Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990; Lindblom, 1994;
Suchman, 1995; Brown and Deegan, 1998). In other words, legitimation is how an entity
justifies its right to exist. A framework of strategies available to managers seeking to
gain, maintain or repair organisational legitimacy has been developed by Suchman
(1995). These are considered below.

Gaining legitimacy
When a reporting entity embarks on a new activity or introduces a new structure or
process, it faces the task of having to gain legitimacy for that activity, structure or
process, or for management’s own validity as practitioners (Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990;
Suchman, 1995; O’Donovan, 2002). Reporting entities invest significant time and effort
and can act proactively and reactively when establishing legitimacy parameters. An
entity is likely to act proactively when its activity, structure or process is disputed by
stakeholders, or it lacks “the support of traditions and norms and so suffers the
‘liability of newness’” (Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990, p. 182).

Maintaining legitimacy
As maintaining legitimacy is generally easier than gaining or repairing it, the same
level of effort is not required (Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990; Suchman, 1995). Strategies for
maintaining legitimacy include perceiving future changes and protecting past
accomplishments. Perceiving future changes focuses on enhancing the organisation’s
“ability to recognise audience reactions and foresee emerging challenges” (Suchman,
1995, p. 595). To protect past accomplishments, managers of reporting entities aim to
“buttress the legitimacy they have already acquired” (Suchman, 1995, p. 595).

Repairing legitimacy
Repairing legitimacy requires substantial effort on the part of the reporting entity.
Although legitimacy-repairing strategies are similar to those used to gain legitimacy,
they represent a reactive response to an unforeseen crisis of meaning (emphasis in
original) (Suchman, 1995, p. 597). Two broad legitimacy-repairing strategies are
identified in the literature: formulating a normalising account and strategic
restructuring (Suchman, 1995; Linsley and Kajüter, 2008).

Legitimating strategies and impression management
This section illustrates how strategies available to reporting entities undertaking a
process of legitimation are integrated into legitimacy management. This integration is
necessary as it frames the analysis of the study’s findings. Thereafter, how media

Narrative
reporting and

legitimation

263

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 A

D
D

IS
 A

B
A

B
A

 U
N

IV
E

R
SI

T
Y

 A
t 0

3:
55

 1
1 

O
ct

ob
er

 2
01

6 
(P

T
)



coverage of a particular issue can threaten organisational legitimacy is considered in
order to contextualise the study.

Legitimacy management relies on communication between the reporting entity and
its stakeholders. This communication can extend beyond traditional discourse to
include a wide range of meaning-laden actions and non-verbal displays (Suchman,
1995). When undertaking the process of legitimation the strategic use of disclosure
strategies shapes how stakeholders feel about the reporting entity (Dowling and
Pfeffer, 1975; Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990; Lindblom, 1994; Suchman, 1995; Brown and
Deegan, 1998; Ogden and Clarke, 2005). Four strategies are available to reporting
entities undertaking the process of legitimation. These are:

(1) Convincing stakeholders through educating and informing of the
appropriateness of the organisation’s actions rather than changing its actions.

(2) Using emotive symbols to manipulate stakeholder perceptions.

(3) Changing external performance expectations.

(4) Educating and informing stakeholders about organisational changes made in
response to performance shortcomings (Lindblom, 1994).

Legitimation strategies can be either reactive or proactive. Reactive strategies are
implemented when stakeholders are dissatisfied with some aspect of the reporting
entity’s performance, while proactive strategies are used to prevent a legitimacy gap,
as opposed to narrowing the gap (Lindblom, 1994). Through the public disclosure of
information, reporting entities can implement each of the above strategies either
individually or in combination (Lindblom, 1994; Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975).

Impression management enables reporting entities to manage their image.
Impression management has been described as conscious or unconscious attempts to
control real or imagined images in social interactions (Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975;
Preston et al., 1996; Neu et al., 1998; Stanton et al., 2004). Impression management then
is organised communication, which is controlled and managed, influential and
persuasive. As such, it could be usefully employed, by reporting entities, undertaking
legitimating activities.

Impression management can be categorised as either assertive or defensive.
Assertive impression management techniques are used to establish an identity and
develop reputational characteristics (Stanton and Stanton, 2002; Ogden and Clarke,
2005). They include self-enhancement, self-promotion, ingratiation, exemplification,
entitlements and enhancements. Defensive impression management techniques are
used to maintain identity or repair reputation. Two broad defensive strategies are
available: formulating a normalising account and strategic restructuring. In
formulating a normalising account, sub-strategies include deny, excuse, justify, or
explain the event, apologise or express remorse, and guilt (Suchman, 1995; Ogden and
Clarke, 2005). A sub-strategy for strategic restructuring includes disassociation. These
strategies are used to avoid negative or undesirable qualities being attributed to the
reporting entity (Stanton and Stanton, 2002; Ogden and Clarke, 2005).

Threats to organisational legitimacy: the role played by the media
The extent and nature of the coverage the media provides to an issue can shape
stakeholder perception. For example, if an issue is framed negatively by the media,
stakeholders are also likely to view the issue negatively. The link between the coverage
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of issues in the print media and annual report disclosure strategies undertaken by
reporting entities to legitimise their activities has been considered in the literature
(Brown and Deegan, 1998; O’Donovan, 1999; Deegan et al., 2002). These studies suggest
that the attention the media gives to a particular issue shapes stakeholder concerns.
For example, if the media coverage of an issue is framed negatively, stakeholders are
likely to view the issue as being important. Reporting entities wishing to respond to
unfavourable media coverage and undertake a process of legitimation make use of
impression management techniques when preparing their annual reports.

The extent and type of corporate social and environmental reporting made by BHP
Billiton over a 15-year period was examined by Deegan et al. (2002). They sought to
establish whether, consistent with legitimacy theory, BHP Billiton made changes to
specific social and environmental disclosures in response to societal concerns as
reflected by attention in the print media. The association between 588 newspaper
articles over a 15-year period for 49 separate issues was examined. These issues were
compared to 892 annual report sentences over the period of the study. Deegan et al.
(2002) found that the issues that attracted the most attention in the print media had the
greatest number of disclosures in the annual report. They also found evidence to
support the hypothesis that management would disclose positive information in
response to unfavourable media attention.

A study of the relationship between the coverage in the print media of the
environmental effects of a number of different industries and the levels of
environmental disclosure made in annual reports was undertaken by Brown and
Deegan (1998). Drawing on legitimacy theory and media agenda-setting theory, they
sought to establish whether the print media were able to influence the degree of
community concern for environmental issues. Environmental articles were used as a
proxy for public concerns regarding the environmental implications of a number of
industries. Evidence was found supporting the hypothesis that for certain industries,
higher levels of media attention were associated with increased corporate
environmental disclosures. A positive relationship between higher levels of negative
media attention and higher levels of positive environmental disclosures made in annual
reports was also established.

In a 1999 study, O’Donovan sought to establish the reasons underlying decisions by
corporate managers to include environmental information in annual reports.
O’Donovan (1999) sought answers to two research objectives. First, whether
environmental issues reported in the news media influenced the decision to include
environmental information in the annual report. Second, whether environmental
information disclosed in the annual report enabled the reporting entity to shape public
opinion. O’Donovan found that corporate management did respond to public pressures
arising from negative environmental press. Management saw the annual report as a
vehicle for disclosing to stakeholders environmental information about the company’s
activities in response to issues raised in the media. Management also viewed the
annual report as an effective method to control or shape public opinion (O’Donovan,
1999).

Like private sector entities, public benefit entities have to justify and defend their
actions to stakeholders. Matthews (1993, pp. 30-1) explains that “organisational
legitimacy is not an absolute or a constant because organisations are characterised by
different levels of visibility to society and dependence upon social and political
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support”. The question of whether a public benefit entity needs to justify its legitimacy
is, of course, valid and is considered in the sections that follow.

Research design
This study takes the form of a longitudinal case study of a single reporting entity
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Ryan et al., 2002). The subject of this study is the annual
reports of the Department of Conservation (DOC). The selection of DOC for this study
was predicated on the following:

. DOC is a public benefit entity that has adopted accrual accounting since the
1988/1989 financial-year. Over the period of the study from DOC’s establishment
in 1987 to June 2006, the annual report has undergone significant change both in
content and style.

. As an organisation, DOC is responsible for managing 8.5 million hectares of
publicly owned land, nearly a third of New Zealand’s total land area, including 41
per cent of the South Island. New Zealand’s natural heritage is the country’s most
important asset. It underpins New Zealand’s export marketing programme and
tourism sector. The outdoor lifestyle of New Zealanders means that there is wide
public interest in the land managed by DOC.

. The apparent failure of DOC’s curatorship of New Zealand’s natural and historic
heritage and its infrastructure has led to intense scrutiny both by the media and
other stakeholders.

. Conservation management and the work undertaken by DOC is characterised by
a high level of stakeholder input.

. In New Zealand, conservation is based on societal support, and on the concept
that conservation land is the common heritage of all New Zealanders to be
enjoyed by citizens of the world.

This longitudinal study of DOC has several advantages. It enables a number of
different issues that impacted on the DOC over the period of the study, including
changes in stakeholder awareness, to be taken into account. It also provides an
opportunity to review how a public benefit entity makes use of formal accountability
mechanisms and informal reporting disclosures in response to issues raised in the
media to gain, maintain and repair its organisational legitimacy.

All the annual reports for the period under review were available either
electronically on the DOC web site, or in hard copy. Management of a public benefit
entity has complete editorial control over the content of the annual report. Additionally,
if the annual report is considered to be the most widely distributed of public documents
produced by the reporting entity, and DOC’s management has complete editorial
control of its content, then it is reasonable to expect that legitimising techniques will be
used in the narrative sections to address criticisms raised by the media.

Data sources
DOC engaged in a number of forms of communication with stakeholders during the
period of the study, including press releases, interviews on radio and television,
publication of regional newsletters and the maintenance of a website. These various
communication strategies can be used to provide positive interpretations of
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controversial events. These interpretations include impression management
techniques structured in such a way so as to ensure stakeholders continue to
support the reporting entity (Ogden and Clarke, 2005). Although these forms of
communication existed throughout the period under review, the annual report forms
the most comprehensive publicly available accountability document. Not only does the
annual report detail the statutory financial information, but, as Abrahamson and Park
(1994, p. 1307) explain, it also provides a window into the use of communication
strategies employed by senior executives (Campbell, 2000; Ogden and Clarke, 2005) to
present favourable images of the reporting entity, thereby enhancing the legitimacy
with which its activities are viewed (Hopwood, 1996; Brown and Deegan, 1998; Neu
et al., 1998; Ogden and Clarke, 2005).

In order to understand reasons for the changes in the narrative disclosures, other
sources of data were analysed. These included the SOIs and various items that
appeared in the printed media between 1 April 1987 and 30 June 2006, accessed from
the Newstext Pluse database.

A Newstext Pluse database search using the term “Department of Conservation”
and each of the identified controversial issues; “Kaimanawa wild horse”; “Cave Creek”;
“1080 poison”; “protected species” and “Molesworth”, was performed to establish the
extent of media interest in the issue. Each annual report beginning with the financial
year 1987/1988 was read to identify whether the controversial issues identified in the
print media were addressed in the report. The issues provided the focus of the review
and were traced through to the annual reports to establish whether DOC made use of
impression management techniques in the annual reports to gain, maintain or repair
organisational legitimacy. The review was limited to a detailed examination of the
narrative sections of the annual reports, including the Director-General’s Overview,
Statement of Service Performance, and Protection and Appreciation Outcomes, made
over the period of the study.

Media issues
The five controversial issues identified in the media are introduced here as a precursor
to the discussion on the impression management techniques used by DOC to gain,
maintain or repair its organisational legitimacy in light of the extensive negative
publicity it experienced over the period of the study. It is these issues that, critics
argue, illustrate DOC’s failure to protect and conserve New Zealand’s natural and
historic heritage and infrastructure.

Kaimanawa wild horses
In 1993 DOC commenced a programme aimed at reducing the numbers of a previously
protected species, the Kaimanawa wild horses[8], in the central North Island (Ruscoe,
2001). This was an extremely emotive issue among certain sections of the New Zealand
public and the subject of extensive media coverage (see for example New Zealand
Herald, 1993a, b, c, d; The Dominion, 1993, 1996a, b; 1997; Chisholm, 1996; Harrod,
1996; Hutching, 1996; McFarlane, 1996; Cessford, 1997; Field, 1997; Garner, 1997;
Guyan, 1997; Martin, 1997; Saunders, 1997; The Evening Post, 1997; Wellwood, 1997;
New Zealand Press Association, 1999, 2005; Ruscoe, 2001; Dominion Post, 2003, 2005).
A significant amount of the media coverage was designed to be emotive, especially
details of the manner in which the various culls were to be undertaken.
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Cave Creek
On 28 April 1995 the viewing platform at Cave Creek collapsed, killing 13 people.
Although the tragedy occurred in April 1995, concerns over the safety of the platform
first surfaced when it was built in 1993. These concerns were subsequently raised with
top DOC executives in July 1994 during their West Coast Conservation Board tour of
inspection (Chapple, 1995). While the FMRs were aimed at improving accountability, it
has been argued that the Cave Creek tragedy was evidence that the reforms failed in
this regard (see for example Edwards, 1995; Fenwick, 1995; Hunt, 1996; Smith, 1997;
Hudson, 1999). A commonly held view was that the tragedy surrounding Cave Creek
arose from a lack of accountability. Hudson drew on DOC’s requirement to report its
performance against outputs to support his position as follows:

Actions of the Department of Conservation (DOC) led to the loss of life at Cave Creek.
Although it may seem heartless to relate this tragic loss of life to management terms, the fact
is the chief executive of DOC violated his output contract – the department did not produce
the contracted-for outputs and outcomes and, furthermore, created outcomes that involved
incalculable cost to New Zealand. The Cave Creek tragedy involved a clear and gross
violation of accountability standards yet accountability was not sheeted home (1999, p. 1).

In the wake of the Cave Creek tragedy DOC management was concerned that further
restructuring would take place. This would involve the appointment of an executive
with financial and commercial experience, rather than conservation priorities, being
appointed. Attwood (1996, p. 1) articulated the concern of DOC executives as follows:

There was a genuine belief that if that were to happen, the department would be broken up
and the gains made from being the first country in the world to co-ordinate its conservation
activity under one umbrella would have been lost.

Although DOC had been subject to intermittent scrutiny by the media prior to the Cave
Creek disaster, this tragic event saw DOC being subjected to more comprehensive and
extensive media scrutiny.

1080 poison
In New Zealand various stakeholder groups continue to be concerned over the
widespread use of 1080 poison[9] by the DOC to control possums, rabbits and other
pests. These stakeholders argue that 1080 poison contaminates water supplies, kills
deer, native birds and domestic animals, and is an inhumane form of pest control.
Additionally, recreationists claim that the use of 1080 poison is inconsistent with New
Zealand’s claim to be clean, pure and green. In spite of these concerns, DOC continues
to be a major advocate and adopter of this form of pest control (The Dominion, 1994a,
b, c; Gamble, 2005; Scanlon, 2005).

Conservation of protected species
Concern has been expressed that DOC’s efforts to protect New Zealand’s endangered
species have not been as successful as previously thought, with at least 2,373 plant and
animal species identified at risk of extinction (see also The Dominion, 2000; Henzell,
2002a, b; The Evening Standard, 2002; Barnett, 2003; Beston, 2002; Hayman, 2003;
Nicholas, 2003; Bristow, 2004; The Press, 2004; The Nelson Mail, 2006; The Timaru
Herald, 2002). In the past it was thought that approximately 400 species were flagged
as at risk of extinction. Of the 55 bird species classified at risk of extinction, over half
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are still in decline while only nine species are increasing in numbers (Barnett, 2003).
Critics of DOC argue that the increase in the number of species threatened with
extinction means that the department has failed in a core function of minimising
biosecurity risk and increasing biodiversity.

High country pastoral station
Reviews of South Island high country pastoral leases occur to ensure that areas with
significant inherent values (including nature conservation, historic, landscape, cultural,
recreation and public access) are restored to Crown ownership as public conservation
land. As part of this process Molesworth Station[10] was transferred to DOC
management. Carter (2004) criticised the “seizure” on the grounds that the department
was a poor manager of its estate. Other critics argue that DOC does not have formal
management plans for the areas transferred to its control. Additionally, DOC is
criticised for not undertaking adequate weed control on its estate. There is therefore the
potential for areas of land to revert to bracken, scrub and wildling pines rather than
remaining as tussock grassland. Further criticisms of transferring high country
pastoral stations to DOC control include the negative impact on the New Zealand
economy that will result from reduced numbers of livestock farmed on the high
country pastoral station.

Results
DOC’s claim to legitimacy is that it was established by the Conservation Act (1987). In
spite of this regulatory legitimacy, DOC nevertheless has to secure the co-operation of
stakeholders to assist in the management of its conservation estate. The complexity of
stakeholder relationships, including the tension between conservation, use and
development, pest control, recreational hunting, habitat protection and pressures from
the public for access to wildlife sanctuaries, makes it unreasonable to consider overall
legitimacy. Rather, challenges to legitimacy should be examined on a case-by-case
basis.

Although accountability is the primary focus for the annual reports of public benefit
entities, the formal reporting system did not capture all the concerns of the public and
media. How the legitimation strategies identified by Lindblom (1994), together with the
impression management techniques employed in gaining, maintaining or repairing
DOC’s organisational legitimacy used to frame the discussion that follows is detailed in
Table I.

Gaining legitimacy
Gaining legitimacy is described by Suchman (1995, p. 586) as “winning acceptance”.
DOC sought to gain legitimacy for its vision to protect and restore New Zealand’s
natural heritage and, in particular, for the methods it would use to achieve this
outcome. Winning acceptance for the Kaimanawa wild horse cull and the use of 1080
poison was particularly difficult as DOC had to overcome the values and expectations
of different stakeholder groups. This represented a significant effort, and required DOC
to use a combination of reactive and proactive legitimation strategies. To achieve this,
DOC made use of education and information to convince stakeholders its actions to
protect and restore New Zealand’s natural heritage were the most appropriate
available, rather than relying on alternative conservation strategies. DOC promoted
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these conservation methods in the annual reports through the use of assertive
impression management techniques. Self-enhancement was used to obtain what Ogden
and Clarke (2005, p. 323) describe as the “approbation of stakeholders” or what
Suchman (1995, p. 586) describes as obtaining acceptance for their “validity as
practitioners”. Self-promotion was used to celebrate conservation successes.

Convincing stakeholders through education and information
In response to criticism of the Kaimanawa wild horse cull that appeared in the media
prior to the publication of the 1993 annual report, the Chief Executive used self
enhancement within the 1993 annual report narrative to change stakeholder
perceptions of the previously protected wild horses as a resource worthy of
conservation, to that of a pest requiring extermination. The annual report was used to
educate stakeholders of the damage the horses were inflicting on delicate ecosystems,
as well as the risks they posed to motorists. To gain legitimacy for this particular
conservation strategy DOC sought to deflect attention away from the emotive way in
which the cull was dealt with by the media. In the 1993 annual report, DOC informed
stakeholders of the tension it faced over its decision to cull the horses, at the same time
educating them of the conservation and safety benefits that would arise from reduced
horse herd numbers:

Several pest control operations during the year demonstrated the way in which the
department can be caught between the different values and expectations of different groups
within the community. The culling of the herd of wild horses in the Kaimanawa Ranges was a
case in point. At one extreme of the argument were people who believed that the herd should
be left alone; at the other were those who believed that the herd should be exterminated, as an
introduced species causing damage to native plants. The department was able to develop a
control programme and pilot a control system which balances the values which some groups
believe the herd to have with the need to control its expansion so as to prevent damage to
ecosystems, risks to motorists on the Desert Road, and food shortages for the horses
(Department of Conservation, 1993, p. 8).

The SSP was also used to educate stakeholders of an alternative conservation strategy
for dealing with the horses that DOC considered could be effective. Included within

Challenges to
legitimacy Legitimation strategies

Impression management
techniques

Gaining legitimacy Convincing stakeholders through educating
and informing of the appropriateness of the
organisation’s actions rather than changing
its actions

Assertive
Self-enhancement
Self-promotion

Maintaining
legitimacy

Using emotive symbols to manipulate
stakeholder perceptions
Changing external performance expectations

Assertive
Self-promotion assertive
Self-enhancement

Repairing legitimacy Educating and informing stakeholders about
organisational changes made in response to
performance shortcomings

Defensive
Formulate a normalising
account
Strategic restructuring

Table I.
Challenges to legitimacy,
legitimation strategies
and impression
management techniques
employed
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“Animal Pest Control Activity”, the following details of a trial live capture was
provided:

The trial live capture of 231 Kaimanawa wild horses showed that rounding-up the horses is a
viable management technique that could be used in future to achieve a reduction in the
impact of horses on the special habitats in the Awapatu catchment (Department of
Conservation, 1993, p. 24).

Subsequent reports make no mention of live capture as a means of controlling the
Kaimanawa horses. Rather than focusing on the negative connotations associated with
the words “horse cull”, DOC made use of less controversial wording while not changing
the way it would undertake the restoration and protection of the Central North Island
tussock.

The second issue, requiring DOC to gain legitimacy from stakeholders was its use of
1080 poison. In response to vigorous media criticism, DOC used the 1994 annual report
narratives to engage in self-enhancement. To rationalise its continued use of the poison
DOC claimed:

The departmental efficiency level is very dependent, however, on continued use of 1080 as the
control measure for large, remote and rugged blocks of forest. The public debate about the
safety of 1080 has been a major issue for the department during the year, and I am confident
the debate has achieved a much better understanding of the low risk posed by 1080, and the
importance of its continued use as a cost-effective, and in some circumstances the only
cost-effective, method of controlling this major threat to our ecosystems (Department of
Conservation, 1994, p. 7).

DOC’s use of the 1994 annual report to gain legitimacy for the use of 1080 poison was
not immediately successful. Stakeholders, including tangata whenua, viewed its
continued use with suspicion. To overcome this, DOC used the 1995 annual report to
detail the various campaigns it had undertaken in an attempt to gain legitimacy,
including education, public meetings, site visits, media publications and providing
information on the results of monitoring (Department of Conservation, 1995, p. 7).

Continued opposition to the use by DOC of 1080 poison saw the Department change
its legitimation strategy from reactive to proactive while continuing to use self
enhancement in an attempt to obtain acceptance from stakeholders for its “validity as
practitioners”. The 2004 annual report included photographs to educate stakeholders
on 1080 poison. The use of photographs within the annual report is useful to help
stakeholders appreciate the nature of the work done by DOC. The photograph of a
helicopter undertaking an aerial 1080 poison drop provides stakeholders with a visual
image of how this form of pest control is undertaken in remote and rugged forest
blocks and is aimed at obtaining acceptance for its use in this environment. To
reinforce what DOC argued was the low risk associated with the use of 1080 poison, a
photograph of an employee handling 1080 poison pellets is intended to reassure
stakeholders of the relative safety of the product. By making reference to the public
debate over the poison’s use, the low risk posed by its use, the difficulties in controlling
pests in remote and rugged blocks of forest, the use of education campaigns
(Department of Conservation, 2001), and by providing details of successes (Department
of Conservation, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2006), DOC is educating and informing stakeholders
that its strategy of using 1080 poison to conserve New Zealand’s natural heritage is
appropriate.
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Prior to 2002, examples exist of DOC using the annual report to engage in
self-promotion. This self promotion celebrated conservation successes, particularly
how the use of 1080 poison to control possums and other pests contributed to the
protection and restoration of New Zealand’s natural heritage. Examples provided by
DOC include how the reduction in possum numbers had a favourable impact on
invertebrates, birds and other forest biodiversity (Department of Conservation, 2000,
p. 9) as well as contributing to the successes achieved in conserving the taiko[11], the
world’s rarest sea bird (Department of Conservation, 2002, p. 9). From 2002, changes in
the reporting framework saw a shift away from reporting outputs, such as the number
of hectares under possum control, towards focusing on the overall outcomes. To
illustrate successes DOC made use of stand-alone case studies supplemented by
photographs. An example is the case study ‘Whakapohai Possum Control’ detailed in
the 2004 annual report. Here DOC describes how aerial application of 1080 poison
supplemented by some ground control was used in a lowland rata-kamahi and mixed
beech forest, an important habitat for unique wildlife, including kaka[12], whio[13],
and karearea[14], to control possums. The purpose of the case study was to celebrate
the success associated with the aerial 1080 drop while, at the same time, reinforcing the
conservation benefits of using this particular strategy. The success from the use of the
poison was communicated to stakeholders as follows:

The results were good, with post-control possum density better than our target: we aimed to
achieve a maximum of 5 possums found per 100 “trap nights” (5 per cent RTC[15]), and
achieved 2 (2 per cent RTC). It was particularly good news that nearly twice the area could be
treated using the same level of resources (Department of Conservation, 2004, p. 21).

Maintaining legitimacy
Maintaining legitimacy is generally recognised as being easier than gaining or
repairing it (Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990; Suchman, 1995). From DOC’s perspective this
was not the case. Over the period of the study media had expressed concerns about
aspects of DOC’s management of its conservation estate as well as its perceived failure
to protect endangered species. To overcome these concerns DOC had to act proactively
to maintain its legitimacy as protector of New Zealand’s natural and historic heritage.
Two legitimation strategies identified by Lindblom (1994) were used by DOC to
maintain this legitimacy. These were: using emotive symbols to manipulate
stakeholder perceptions by deflecting attention from the issue of concern to other
related issues; and changing external performance expectations. As with gaining
legitimacy, maintaining legitimacy was achieved through the use of assertive
impression management techniques, including self-promotion and self enhancement.

Using emotive symbols to manipulate stakeholder perceptions
For many stakeholders, protecting threatened species is DOC’s most important work.
This is consistent with DOC’s aim to avoid any human-induced extinction of
indigenous terrestrial, freshwater and marine species. As the media had expressed
concerns about DOC’s ability to protect New Zealand’s endangered species, the
department needed to emphasise conservation successes. DOC used self promotion to
deflect attention away from issues of concern and to “buttress legitimacy” already
acquired (Suchman, 1995). This can be achieved through manipulating the perceptions
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of stakeholders by using emotive symbols to deflect attention away from the issue of
concern to other related issues (Gray et al., 1995).

In response to media concerns that DOC had failed in its core function of protecting
New Zealand’s endangered species from extinction, annual reports highlighted
successful conservation efforts associated with various iconic species rather than
focusing on species known to have become extinct. Highlights included the successful
breeding of the taiko, the release into the wild of 65 kaki[16], improved kiwi chick
survival rates and increases in the kakapo population (Department of Conservation,
2002). DOC also detailed the discovery of a two new galaxiid species. Over the period of
the study only one extinction, that of a fish species in a drought-prone river system,
was reported. This extinction was, however, mitigated by DOC reporting that a further
population of the fish had been discovered in a North Otago river system.

Including photographs and colour enabled DOC to contextualise the 2003 annual
report. For example, under National Priority Outcome 1.2, Threatened Species, in the
Key Step “Expanding Biodiversity Effort”, a photograph of a kea[17] was included
alongside DOC’s reporting that populations of kea had been discovered in the Cardrona
Valley and in the Richardson Mountains (Department of Conservation, 2003, p. 17). The
photographs of wildlife feature some of New Zealand’s most recognisable fauna. These
include photographs of kiwi, tuatara, kokako, Hector’s dolphin and various fish species
undisturbed and in their natural environment. This use of conservation icons (emotive
symbols) enables the reader of the annual report to connect to the conservation
message by emphasising the importance of DOC’s conservation work and stressing its
achievements. Providing a pictorial representation of the species under DOC’s
management enables stakeholders to visualise the importance of such work. The
photographs are intended to deflect attention away from the flora and fauna at risk of
extinction. This message is repeated by the number of similar photographs scattered
throughout the report, which assists DOC in maintaining the legitimacy of its
conservation mandate. Photographs of possums and other non-native species such as
goats and thar, are also included in the annual report to emphasise the threat posed by
foreign invaders to native species.

During the period of the study a further example of self-promotion is DOC’s use of
the SSP to report actual conservation performance achieved against projected
performance. In the species conservation programme, DOC’s reporting provides
stakeholders with an indication of how successful they have been in providing security
for “acutely threatened” or “chronically threatened” species in an active conservation
programme. This form of reporting enables DOC to illustrate that it is taking active
steps to protect threatened species and is competent. Although DOC may not meet
projected performance, reasons for not achieving performance were generally not
disclosed.

Additional evidence of self-promotion is found in what Suchman (1995) describes as
perceiving future changes. That is the ability to recognise stakeholder reaction and
foresee emerging challenges. The emerging challenge facing DOC was managing and
reporting on the 2,300 taxa identified as being under the greatest threat. The 2004
annual report was used to address how the future of indigenous species could be
secured. DOC acknowledged that in the past its conservation efforts had focused on
iconic birds such as the kakapo and kiwi, and the tuatara. However, DOC accepted that
this approach would no longer be sufficient, and attention would need to be paid to all
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endangered species. The challenge would be to design conservation work around
biodiversity, which was more effective in the long term than focusing on individual
species. This would ensure that the most vulnerable species would become part of a
fully functioning ecosystem (Department of Conservation, 2004). The difficulties
associated with reporting on biodiversity and individual species were acknowledged
and ascribed to a lack of understanding of complex ecosystems. This would require a
robust monitoring system to be developed capable of providing a “comprehensive and
verifiable picture of our biodiversity, the environment that sustains it, and the threats it
faces” (Department of Conservation, 2005a, p. 19).

Changing external performance expectations
In the case of the “seizure” of Molesworth Station, DOC made use of self enhancement
to obtain acceptance from stakeholders for its “validity as practitioners” (Suchman,
1995). This required DOC to create the belief that it would be careful custodian of the
high country pastoral stations placed in its custody as a result of the tenure review.
From 2004, DOC makes use of case studies to illustrate how the “protection” and
“appreciation” outcomes are being achieved. These case studies comprise a
combination of both narratives and photographs. Although the case studies address
issues raised in the media, as well as reinforce the positive “protection” and
“appreciation” outcomes, they are also designed to change the expectations of
stakeholders.

DOC responded to criticisms of how it manages its estate and its takeover of high
country pastoral stations through the use of narratives in the 2004 annual report to
emphasise the need to continue with profitable farming operations at Molesworth. At
the same time, DOC emphasised the station’s importance from a conservation
perspective. In the case study described in the 2004 annual report as “Molesworth
Station: a multi-faceted jewel” (Department of Conservation, 2004, p. 37), DOC uses the
“protection” outcome to confirm that its objective is:

to retain a strong, profitable farming operation while at the same time providing major
recreation and tourism opportunities, and protecting threatened native plant, lizard, and
insect species. It also has important vestiges of New Zealand’s history, recalling our
high-country pastoral farming identity. It has a number of heritage buildings, including the
cob-built 1862 Acheron Homestead.

The Molesworth area is one of New Zealand’s five hotspots for rare native plant species, with
75 threatened plant species, as well as recently-discovered lizard and insect species. An
extreme example is a native flowering plant –Sedgemere Woollyhead – which lives in only
one seasonal tarn in a corner of the Station. About 47,000 hectares will be recommended for
priority protection of natural ecosystems and native species (Department of Conservation,
2004, p. 37).

When a reporting entity considers that its relevant publics have unrealistic or
“incorrect” expectations of its responsibilities, it can attempt to change stakeholder
expectations of its performance (Gray et al., 1995). In the case of Molesworth, DOC used
self-enhancement to change stakeholder expectations of its performance from that of
an irresponsible land-owner and neighbour, to being an organisation able to run a
profitable farming operation, while at the same time protecting plant species at risk of
extinction.
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Repairing legitimacy
If an incident attributed to a reporting entity’s action or inaction results, for example, in
the loss or human life or significant environmental degradation, the organisation can
experience what is termed a “crisis of legitimacy” (Massey, 2001). This results in the
organisation experiencing a loss of legitimacy through stakeholders considering its
actions as inappropriate or illegitimate. The Cave Creek disaster in April 1995 was
DOC’s “crisis of legitimacy”, requiring DOC to undertake what Lindblom (1994)
describes as a defensive legitimising strategy. The strategy adopted by DOC was to
educate and inform stakeholders about recent changes in its performance and activities
that remedy previous deficiencies. In educating and informing stakeholders about
organisational changes that had taken place since the Cave Creek tragedy, DOC used
defensive impression management techniques, including formulating a normalising
account and strategic restructuring.

Educating and informing stakeholders about organisational changes
In formulating its normalising account, the nature of the tragedy and the intense media
and public scrutiny that followed Cave Creek meant that there was no opportunity for
DOC to deny the event had occurred. DOC acknowledged that “Public confidence in the
Department, and the Department’s confidence in itself, were severely shaken”
(Department of Conservation, 1996, p. 5). Rather than accepting sole responsibility,
DOC management made selective use of the Commission of Inquiry findings of “state
sector restructuring and underfunding” to excuse the tragedy (Department of
Conservation, 1996, p. 6). While DOC was unable to justify the Cave Creek tragedy as
part of its normalising account, it was able to explain the disaster as an isolated event
that was unlikely to reoccur. DOC management used the findings of the State Sector
Commission Review to explain to stakeholders that:

The review team commented favourably on the management of the Department and
concluded that “the systems currently within the Department of Conservation, together with
the new and improved systems in progress, make the possibility of a failure such as occurred
at Cave Creek extremely unlikely” (Department of Conservation, 1996, p. 6).

The first apology appeared in the 1995 annual report. The chief executive explained
that the tragedy had a “deep effect on the Department, which has had to come to
terms, not only with the loss of these young people and one of its highly regarded
young managers, but also with its own responsibility for the failure of the platform
and the inadequacies of the procedures used in its construction” (Department of
Conservation, 1995, p. 6). The 1996 annual report contained a further expression of
remorse from the chief executive who acknowledged that “Nothing can undo the loss
that families of Cave Creek victims have suffered” (Department of Conservation, 1996,
p. 6). The annual report provided details of the steps DOC had undertaken to keep
families informed through reports of actions taken in response to findings of the
Commission of Inquiry and the State Services Commission review, as well as
explaining that financial assistance had been provided to families to attend
commemorations at the site.

The second defensive impression management technique employed by DOC to
repair its legitimacy was strategic restructuring. Strategic restructuring in the form of
organisational changes distances the reporting entity from the legitimacy-damaging
event (Linsley and Kajüter, 2008). DOC used strategic restructuring in its 1995 and
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1996 annual report to educate and inform stakeholders of organisational changes made
to repair its legitimacy. The actions undertaken and detailed in the annual reports
demonstrate to stakeholders that DOC had acted decisively and visibly to remedy any
faults with its viewing structures so as to prevent a similar tragedy.

In the wake of the platform collapse, the print media called for the closing and
inspection of DOC structures to guarantee public safety (see for example Comment,
1995, p. 13). Post-Cave Creek, a number of monitoring mechanisms were put in place.
The 1995 annual report highlighted the appointment of the Commission of Inquiry into
the tragedy, while the 1996 report detailed what DOC considered to be the most
important findings of the Commission, that particular individuals were not to blame for
the tragedy. Additionally, the 1996 annual report provided details of the State Services
Commission review, DOC’s accounting to Parliament’s Planning and Development
Select Committee, and to the Labour and Employment Select Committee, as well as
Police and Occupational Safety and Health Service investigations. In response to media
calls that all of DOC’s remaining viewing structures be inspected, DOC detailed its
commissioning of independent engineers to inspect visitor structures, and retaining of
consultants and other professional bodies to assist in developing systems, procedures
and standards for future construction, inspection and maintenance of visitor
structures. Additionally, a new project management system was implemented, a
national health and safety manager was appointed, a complaints system relating to the
safety of structures was developed, and an occupational health and safety training
programme was introduced.

Strategic restructuring includes disassociation. DOC undertook a disassociation
strategy aimed at distancing itself from the tragedy. In the 1995 annual report, the first
report following Cave Creek, the chief executive focused on the immediate responses to
the tragedy. The report highlighted the appointment of the Commission of Inquiry, the
internal audit of visitor structures situated on DOC lands, as well procedures developed
to ensure similar tragedies did not reoccur. In response to criticism that the Cave Creek
tragedy involved a clear and gross violation of accountability standards, DOC included
formal accountability mechanisms to detail its response. An Output Class
“Commission of Inquiry into Cave Creek” was included in the SSP. This detailed
DOC’s input into the Commission of Inquiry:

The commission of Inquiry completed its hearings and published its report. The department
met all its responsibilities regarding the provision of information to the Commission. There
was no adverse comment concerning the department’s professionalism during the course of
the hearings (Department of Conservation, 1996, p. 45).

By using the SSP to report this particular output, DOC enabled Parliament and other
stakeholders to scrutinise the quantity, quality, timeliness and cost to DOC of its input
into the Commission of Inquiry.

Following the tragedy, the media immediately called for the resignation of the
director-general of DOC and the minister of conservation. While the usual
disassociation strategy involves executive replacement, the director-general as the
most senior DOC executive did not resign. Rather, DOC accepted the resignation of
DOC field staff and middle and senior managers of the West Coast conservancy and
acknowledged the belated resignation of the minister of conservation. The 1996 annual
report details the resignations as follows:
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On the West Coast, the regional conservator, the northern operations manager and a number
of staff at Punakaiki Field Centre resigned in the wake of the tragedy. In May 1996 the
minister of conservation, after satisfying himself that the department had put in place
appropriate mechanisms to re-establish public confidence and had received a real increase in
funding, resigned his portfolio “as a further step to express his sorrow” at the tragedy
(Department of Conservation, 1996, p. 7).

By emphasising the resignation of the regional conservator responsible for building the
platform, senior DOC managers effectively laid the blame for the tragedy on the West
Coast field staff. Highlighting the resignation of the regional conservator, the
operations manager and a number of staff as well as the minister of conservation, DOC
hoped that it had done enough to repair its legitimacy.

Discussion
In efforts to gain, maintain and repair organisational legitimacy, DOC employed a
combination of reactive and proactive legitimation strategies. Assertive impression
management techniques were used when gaining and maintaining organisational
legitimacy, while defensive impression management techniques were used to repair
legitimacy.

In response to media criticism of the Kaimanawa wild horses cull, DOC made use of
a reactive legitimation strategy to educate and inform stakeholders that its actions to
protect and restore New Zealand’s natural heritage were the most appropriate
available. In responding to criticisms of its cull of a previously protected species, DOC
made use of the assertive impression management technique of self enhancement to
focus on the positive conservation outcomes to the Central North Island tussock
country that resulted from reduced horse herd numbers (Department of Conservation,
1996, 1998). Since 1993, the media have covered DOC’s management of the Kaimanawa
wild horse herd. The lack of detailed coverage of this issue in later annual reports
suggests that DOC’s earlier disclosures have resulted in some general acceptance by
the majority of stakeholder groups of how this resource is managed.

Since its establishment DOC has made use of 1080 poison to control pests, especially
possums. It is reasonable to suggest that, in spite of its extensive use over the period of
the study, DOC has yet to gain legitimacy for 1080 use from the majority of its
stakeholders (see Sheppard and Urquhart, 1991; Fraser, 2006). In an attempt to gain
legitimacy for the use of 1080 poison DOC has used a combination of reactive and
proactive legitimation strategies. In responding to early criticism of its use, DOC
employed a reactive legitimation strategy to educate and inform stakeholders of the
department’s dependency on the use of the poison to control large remote and rugged
forest blocks. The assertive impression management technique of self enhancement
was used by DOC to obtain acceptance from stakeholders for the poison’s use.

Continued failure to gain stakeholder acceptance for the use of 1080 poison saw
DOC adopt a proactive legitimation strategy in later annual report disclosures while
continuing to use self enhancement to obtain acceptance from stakeholders for its
‘validity as practitioners. Stakeholder suspicion over DOC’s use of 1080 poison saw the
department make use of annual report narratives to detail the education campaigns,
public meetings, and results of monitoring. Photographs showing 1080 being used
were included to illustrate the appropriateness of this form of pest control in remote
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and rugged forest blocks. Photographs of humans handling the poison were used to
convince stakeholders of the relatively low risk posed by its use.

Annual report narratives were also used by DOC to engage in self-promotion. This
self promotion celebrated how the use of 1080 poison to control possums and other pests
contributed to the protection and restoration of New Zealand’s natural heritage. Regular
annual report disclosures on this controversial topic over the period of the study suggest
that DOC acknowledges that it has failed to gain legitimacy for this form of pest control
from all stakeholder groups[18,19]. This implies that DOC’s legitimation strategy of
attempting to convince stakeholders through education and information about the
appropriateness of the use of 1080 poison to protect and restore New Zealand’s natural
heritage, rather than sourcing other forms of pest control, has been unsuccessful.

A challenge DOC faced in maintaining its legitimacy was in recognising changing
stakeholder expectations. Changing expectations arise from unfavourable media
coverage, pressure from stakeholder groups or from within the entity itself. In response
to media criticisms of its ability to protect endangered species, DOC made use of a
proactive legitimation strategy. DOC used emotive symbols to manipulate stakeholder
perceptions by deflecting attention away from the issue of concern, the ability to protect
endangered species, to other successful conservation efforts. The annual reports were
used to highlight conservation successes, particularly with New Zealand’s iconic species
rather than species known to have become extinct. A strategy to use photographs of
conservation icons in their natural environment deflects stakeholder attention away
from flora and fauna at risk of extinction. The use of the statutory SSP as a
self-promotion vehicle enabled DOC to illustrate its competence in meeting conservation
outputs. Self-promotion was also used to identify emerging challenges (Suchman, 1995).
DOC recognised that stakeholders are no longer satisfied with its reporting on successes
with iconic birds and tuatara but, rather, required information on all indigenous species.
The challenge of reporting on biodiversity and individual species was acknowledged. A
proactive legitimation strategy was used to change stakeholder expectations of DOC’s
performance. In maintaining legitimacy for control over the high country pastoral
stations transferred to its management from the tenure review process, DOC emphasised
the need to continue profitable farming and the important role Molesworth Station will
play in future conservation efforts. The assertive impression management technique,
self enhancement, was used to change stakeholder perception of DOC’s performance as
an irresponsible land-owner and manager.

Following DOC’s “crisis of legitimacy”, a reactive legitimation strategy was used in
the 1995 and 1996 annual reports to educate and inform its stakeholders about
organisational changes that had taken place and the controls implemented to ensure
that a similar event would not reoccur. Defensive impression management techniques
were used by DOC to repair its legitimacy. By undertaking restructuring, DOC
admitted limited responsibility for the tragedy but, nevertheless, acted decisively and
visibly to remedy organisational shortcomings (Suchman, 1995; Linsley and Kajüter,
2008). The appointment of the Commission of Inquiry detailed in the 1995 annual
report and the other reviews detailed in the 1996 annual report provide evidence of
what Suchman (1995, p. 598) describes as the appointment of monitors or watchdogs
“to ‘post a bond’ against future recidivism”. Although these actions may not directly
re-establish legitimacy, they act to reassure stakeholders that DOC remained confident
in its “engagement with external agents” (Linsley and Kajüter, 2008). The restructuring

AAAJ
23,2

278

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 A

D
D

IS
 A

B
A

B
A

 U
N

IV
E

R
SI

T
Y

 A
t 0

3:
55

 1
1 

O
ct

ob
er

 2
01

6 
(P

T
)



undertaken by DOC included disassociation to distance itself from the individuals it
considered responsible for the Cave Creek tragedy. By emphasising the resignation of
the regional conservator, the operations manager and a number of staff, as well as the
Minister of Conservation, DOC acted symbolically to distance itself from “bad
influences” (Suchman, 1995).

Conclusion
The above discussion illustrates how DOC made use of a combination of reactive and
proactive legitimation strategies within its annual reports to pursue organisational
legitimacy, namely to protect and conserve New Zealand’s natural heritage. Assertive
impression management techniques were used by DOC to gain or maintain legitimacy,
while defensive impression management techniques were used to repair legitimacy.

During the period of the study the way DOC undertook its mandate to protect and
restore New Zealand’s natural heritage was subject to intense media criticism. This is
evidenced by the extent of the legitimacy issues facing DOC. Maintaining
organisational legitimacy, therefore, represents a continual struggle for DOC. Should
DOC be unable to convince stakeholders that its status as the sole public benefit entity
responsible for the protection and conservation of New Zealand’s natural heritage
should be maintained, it runs the risk of de-establishment (The Evening Post, 2000;
The Nelson Mail, 2000; United New Zealand, 2000).

As a public benefit entity DOC is accountable to ministers, Parliament, and the public.
During the period of the study, the accountability framework through which DOC
reports underwent numerous changes aimed at enhancing DOC’s accountability for the
use of taxpayer funds. Although annual reports of public benefit entities are primarily
vehicles through which accountability is discharged, for DOC they were also a
mechanism to pursue organisational legitimacy. Over the period of the study, DOC
included a number of initiatives in the annual reports aimed at influencing the “form and
content of the legitimacy deemed to be appropriate” (Ogden and Clarke, 2005, p. 340). In
its effort to gain legitimacy DOC made use of assertive impression management
techniques aimed at educating and informing stakeholders of the appropriateness of its
conservation strategies, including the culling of Kaimanawa wild horses and the use of
1080 poison. These entailed the use of photographs showing an aerial 1080 drop and an
employee handling the poison to educate stakeholders and obtain acceptance for its use.
Assertive impression management techniques were also used by DOC in its effort to
maintain legitimacy. DOC recognised that it could no longer focus on the iconic species
of birds and tuatara, but would need to face the challenge of designing conservation
work around biodiversity as a whole, rather than around individual species. A case
study was used to emphasise the important role Molesworth Station would play in
future conservation efforts. Stakeholders were also reassured that although the station
was now under DOC’s management, profitable farming would continue while, at the
same time, major recreational and tourism opportunities would be provided. Defensive
impression management techniques to repair legitimacy were used in the wake of the
Cave Creek tragedy. DOC made use of apologies, justifications or explanations of why
the event occurred, and expressions of remorse. While it is unusual for reporting entities
to acknowledge their shortcomings, the media coverage of the tragedy both in New
Zealand and internationally meant that any action DOC took post-Cave Creek would be
subject to intense scrutiny by Parliament, other stakeholders, and the media.
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Whether the impression management techniques used over the period of the study
have assisted DOC to gain, maintain or repair its organisational legitimacy needs to be
considered. In reporting against projected performance in the pest control output class
in the 2001 SSP, DOC used public opposition to the use of 1080 poison as a reason for
not meeting its targets. Over the period of the study evidence of DOC using educating
and informing to convince stakeholders of its need to continue with the use of 1080
poison appears regularly in the annual reports. Self promotion was used to celebrate
the conservation successes resulting from the poison’s use. However, from the evidence
provided in this paper it is reasonable to argue that DOC has been unsuccessful in
gaining legitimacy from the majority of its stakeholders for the use of 1080 poison.

In its attempts to repair legitimacy DOC’s use of a disassociation strategy to
symbolically distance itself from the individuals considered responsible for the Cave
Creek tragedy was not totally successful. The failure to hold the chief executive of DOC
accountable for the collapse of the viewing platform was criticised by the media.
Additionally, although the West Coast conservation manager resigned his post, the
media saw this individual as DOC’s scapegoat or “sacrificial lamb”. It is examples such
as this that serve to illustrate the limitations of impression management techniques
used in annual reports.

This paper sought to advance the literature in two ways. First, by examining
changes in formal reporting mechanisms aimed at enhancing DOC’s accountability to
Parliament and other stakeholders, it extends understanding of the use of financial
reporting by public benefit entities. Second, this longitudinal case study contributes to
what is known about how organisations, particularly public benefit entities, make use
of informal reporting disclosures in addition to formal accountability mechanisms
when pursuing organisational legitimacy. This paper emphasises the important role
the annual report may play as a mechanism public benefit entities use to manage their
legitimacy. Although this paper focuses on a public benefit entity, the findings are
consistent with earlier studies (Brown and Deegan, 1998; O’Donovan, 1999; Deegan
et al., 2002; Ogden and Clarke, 2005) which showed that voluntary disclosures are made
in annual reports in response to issues raised by the media. While previous studies
have focused on how private sector entities undertaking a process of legitimation make
use of impression management techniques when preparing annual reports, this study
differs from these studies in that DOC sought to acquire legitimacy for its vision to
protect and restore New Zealand’s natural heritage. This paper, however, extends
earlier studies in that it also considers how photographs included in the annual report
are used by DOC in their efforts to maintain organisational legitimacy. This case study
of a single public benefit entity supports the contention that organisations that have
been subject to significant media criticism make use of the legitimation strategies
identified by Lindblom (1994) to gain, maintain or repair their legitimacy. Whether this
strategy is ultimately successful is not considered in detail by this paper and is seen as
a fertile area for further research.

The limitations of a study such as this should be acknowledged when interpreting
these results. The study focuses primarily on the disclosures contained in the annual
reports of a single public benefit entity located in New Zealand. Further research may
be warranted in comparing DOC to other public benefit entities that are also
characterised by a high level of public consultation and involvement.
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Notes

1. Traditionally, the term “annual report” in the financial reporting literature refers to the
document prepared on an annual basis by private sector entities primarily for shareholders.
In New Zealand annual reports are prepared in accordance with the requirements of
company law and comply with promulgated accounting standards, that is, generally
accepted accounting practice. In addition, the annual report usually contains additional
mandatory and voluntary financial and non-financial information. In New Zealand, public
benefit entities are required, under the Public Finance Act, 1989, to prepare annual reports on
the accrual basis which comply with promulgated accounting standards (which are sector
neutral). In other words, DOC must comply with generally accepted accounting practice.
Annual reports prepared by public benefit entities such as DOC also contain mandatory and
voluntary financial and non-financial information.

2. The Treaty of Waitangi is considered to be New Zealand’s founding document. Signed in
1840, it is an agreement between the British Crown and Maori establishing British law in
New Zealand. The Treaty guarantees Maori authority over their land and culture.

3. Literally translated, the term tangata whenua means people of the land. Internationalised,
the term refers to the indigenous people of New Zealand (Mead, 2007, p. 270). From the
perspective of DOC, tangata whenua is described as iwi, hapu and whanau with mana
whenua or mana moana in a given rohe or locality (Department of Conservation, 2005b,
p. 137).

4. Prior to the establishment of DOC, a number of government institutions were responsible for
conservation activities as well as for managing the exploitation of resources under their
control. For example, the New Zealand Forest Service was responsible for protecting
indigenous forest and also for converting native forest into commercial plantation forest.
Native forests previously under the control of the New Zealand Forest Service were
transferred to the DOC for conservation purposes (Taylor and Smith, 1997).

5. The Business Round Table is a right-wing non-government organisation comprising the
chief executives of some of New Zealand’s largest private and public companies. Its stated
purpose is to work towards a more prosperous economy and fair society.

6. The State Services Commission is the Government’s lead advisor on New Zealand’s public
management system. It works with government agencies to support the delivery of quality
services to New Zealanders (www.ssc.govt.nz/display/home.asp).

7. If the concept of the social contract represents the multitude of “implicit and explicit
expectations society has about how an organisation should conduct its business” (Deegan
and Samkin, 2009, p. 95) then DOC’s breaches of this contract would include but are not
limited to: the culling of a previously protected species, the Kaimanawa wild horses, and the
breach by DOC of public trust by failing to ensure that its Cave Creek viewing platform was
safe.

8. The Kaimanawa wild horses are descended from domestic horses released during the late
1800s and early 1900s in the Kaimanawa Ranges, a range of mountains located in the central
North Island of New Zealand. Since 1993 DOC has carried out regular culls of the wild herd
in an attempt to protect the indigenous plants found in the region. The United Nations’ Food
and Agricultural Organisation lists Kaimanawa horses as a herd of special genetic value that
can be compared with other groups of feral horses elsewhere in the world (Meyer, 2009).

9. New Zealand has the dubious honour of being the world’s biggest user of 1080 (sodium
monofluoroacetate). It is DOC’s primary weapon in the fight against possums (Napp, 2002;
McCurdy, 2002).
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10. Molesworth Station is a high country pastoral station of 180, 476 Ha, roughly the size of
Stewart Island. It lies between the Southern Alps and the Inland Kaikoura Range. Its
landscape comprises tussock grasslands, scree-scarred mountains, lakes and tarns, rivers,
streams and wetlands, and high-country panoramas (Department of Conservation, 2004,
p. 37).

11. Chatham Island petrel.

12. A large parrot belonging to the nestorinae family. The family includes the kea and the
extinct Norfolk Island kaka.

13. Blue duck.

14. New Zealand falcon.

15. Residual Trap Catch.

16. Black stilts.

17. The kea is a large bold, inquisitive parrot native to New Zealand. Its numbers in the wild are
declining, with a number of kea deaths being attributed to 1080 poisoning.

18. Stakeholder groups, including certain landowners, recreationists, hunters, and the public,
continue to oppose DOC’s use of 1080 poison (The Marlborough Express, 2008). This
opposition has become more concerted. Documentaries including Poisoning Paradise –
Ecocide in New Zealand (www.thegrafboys.org/) and A Shadow of Doubt www.thegrafboys.
org/a-shadow-of-doubt.html) have been filmed showing the devastation to wildlife caused by
1080. Other opponents have become more radical and have utilised “terrorist style” tactics in
opposing the poison’s use. Examples include an envelope containing white powder being
sent and opened in the office of the Prime Minister and at least 16 letters thought to contain
1080 poison being sent to local authorities, central government and private businesses in
Wellington and other centres (New Zealand Herald, 2008b). Poisoned pellets have also been
scattered on the steps of Parliament and fake pellets deposited in Christchurch’s Hagley Park
and Botanical Gardens (New Zealand Herald, 2008a). On the West Coast 100 kilograms of
1080 poison were stolen from a pest control company to be used against pets to demonstrate
the pain it causes (New Zealand Herald, 2007).

19. Studies from as early as 1991 have detailed public opposition to the use of 1080 poison
(Sheppard and Urquhart, 1991; Fraser, 2006). In a study conducted on behalf of DOC, Fraser
(2006) acknowledged that the public found 1080 poison to be the least acceptable form of pest
control. To counter this position, Fraser (2006) recommended that DOC “develop
communication strategies to counter potentially damaging media reports or to help
support favourable ones (p. 31).
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